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INTRODUCTION 



The Human Body, at peace with itself. 

Is more precious than the rarest gem. 

Cherish your body, it is yours this one time 
only. 

The human form is won with difficulty. 

It is easy to lose. 

All worldly things arc brief, like lightning in 
the sky; 

This Life you must know as the tiny splash of 
a raindrop; 

A thing of bemty that disappears eren as it 
comes into being. 

Therefore set your goal. 

Make use of every day and night to achieve it, 
— Tsong Kiiapa 


This book is not an autobiography of Thubten 
Norbu, for that has already been written {Tibet Is My Cou7itry, Dutton). 

It is effectively a history of Tibet, though its objective is not 
the presentation and interpretation of facts as historians think of them. 
We call it a history because it attempts to give an understanding of 
the Tibet of today, its people and their way of life and thought, by 
connecting them with their past as they see it. On the one hand the 
book is factual in that it deals not with fictions of a romantic West- 
ern imagination, but with the reality of the thoughts and beliefs of 
the Tibetan people themselves (and far from being in a perpetual state 
of levitation Tibetans have their feet veiy much on the ground). Yet, 
as told by Thubten Norbu, this histor>' is stranger in some ways than 
most of the glowing accounts that have constantly harped on I’ibet's 
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othcr-worldliness, making of its religion something inaccessible, of its 
people something mute and unreal, and of the country itself something 
cruel and harsh. Here wc deal with the reality that is Tibet in the eyes, 
mind and spirit of one man, Thubten Jigme Nerbu, twenty-fourth in- 
carnation of the fifteenth-century Tibetan monk and teacher Tagtser. 
Here we see the country and people as he secs them, as he has known 
them, and as he believes them to be. 

Many think of fact as something empirical and demonstrable, and 
hold fancy to be undemonstrablc; but htTC fact blends with fancy, and 
together they form a single powerful rcaiity. Tlicre is, for Norbu, no 
discrimination between the two ways of looking at the world, and in- 
deed the difference is not even relevant, for each has its own contribution 
to make, and each finds its ultimate and highest reality only in the mind 
of the beholder, be he thinker or dreamer or, as is Norbu, both. The 
most empirical and demonstrable of facts are seldom welcome, and arc 
even rejected if they shatter our fond dreams; falsehood finds a more 
ready acceptanee than unwelcome truth if it only supports our wistful 
world of make-believe. Despite man's giowing materialism this is still 
so, for man still hopes and yearns and dreams. 

Fact and fancy, then, have each their own reality, and Norbu, in 
looking at the past of his country explores both realms insofar as he secs 
them as being of significance for the present purpose. The book starts 
and ends with what the West would call fancy, pure and simple. We 
call it legend, for legends often have a basis in fact; these legends of 
the beginning and the end of the world, and others that Norbu recounts 
during the course of the book, may or may not be related to fact in the 
Western sense, but they are related to truths of an equally high older. 
Yet even to consider them as parables or legends is to miss much of the 
point, if the reader wishes to begin to see the world as the Tibetans see it. 

Norbu first gives a brief picture of the country and people of Tibet, 
as he knew it before the Chinese occupation, to give the reader a gen- 
eral familiarity with what would otherwise be a strange and confusing 
scene. The rest of the book then follows a chronological sequence, 
though throughout, to emphasize the personal nature of the story (or 
history), Norbu draws on his own experiences and beliefs for illustration, 
so this is very much Norbu's Tibet, not the Tibet of the historian or 
the philosopher. It is Tibet as he sees it from its remotest beginnings 
to the present day. It is not an account for academics who are concerned 
only with lesser, petty forms of truth; it is for dreamers, for people with 
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souls, who are concerned with a larger truth. To them the truth that is 
Norbu's will speak, and the real Tibet will be revealed, for better or 
worse. History' becomes something more, it becomes part of man's 
religious experience. 

The reason for the book lies in Norbu's religious training and belief. 
The teachings of the Lord Buddha may bring an inner peace and beauty 
to the lives of many Tibetans, but they also bring a dynamic urge and 
drive that almost smack of impatience. There is a sense of near frustra- 
tion in the simultaneous acceptance of the beauty of life and of its 
fragility. I’he Buddhist doctrine of rebirth is not one to be comprehended 
in the facile interpretations of condensed and abbreviated handbooks 
on the religions of the world, '^'rowded and cramped into small type 
on small pages. It is something to be /ived, through space and time. 
Prc\ ious and future births arc not to be looked back upon nor anticipated, 
not to be consi^^LTcd with eagerness or anxiety; they Invc been lived 
and they will be lived, and that is enough to know. What concerns the 
Tibetan is the life he is living now, for it is his master, absolute and 
irrevocable, demanding that he live it well. 

Ihere are many forms of existence, and wc may be bom to any of 
them. To be bom in human form is indeed precious, but it is also pre- 
carious— because w'itli the beauty of freedom it bestows upon us it also 
gives us the means for self-destruction. All around us arc those wlio 
W'ould lead us along the path of ignorance, holding to false values. That 
is w'hy Tibetans say that you should know your friends before you call 
them friend. The mail who steals your property is more truly your friend 
than he who steals your vision. Properly cherished, however, the human 
form enables us to soa* to the heights of ecstasy, to tear the veil of ig- 
norance that surrounds us and to come face to face with the supreme 
truth of existence. That should he our goal, our single purpose. The rest 
will follow’ of its own accord. 

This is no selfishness, leading to a sterile mountain-top asceticism. 
Each human form is different and each imposes certain limitations upon 
us. 'Ibe basic obligation of developing the body to its fullest potential 
will lead us all in many different directions. Thus some come to the truth 
of existence by seeking seclusion from the world, though not many would 
envy them their lot. Others becoiii^ teachers of wisdom, leaders of men, 
farmers or herders, manual laborers, beggars, or thieves. Each, in contribut- 
ing to his own development, contributes to the development of man- 
kind. The thief teaches us by his example just as surely as the sage. 
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Norbu's lot is not an easy one. As a young monk he devoted him- 
self to his studies and became abbot of one of Tibet's greatest monasteries, 
that of Kumbum, in his home province of Amdo, on the borders of 
China. As abbot his obligations were to his monastery, to its thousands 
of inmates, and to the many Tibetan people who lived all around, their 
whole existence tied up with that of the monastery and dependent upon 
it. When the Chinese came, in July of 1949, Norbu stayed on. He stayed 
for as long as it was physically possible for him to fulfill his obligations, 
but a time came when he was not even c^llowcd to pray alone, and he was 
faced with the greiiter duty of alerting his brother, the Dalai Lama. 

Once in Lhasa, return to Kumbum was unthinkable. Once out of 
Tibet, Noibu's whole being as a monk became pointless. He had left 
his monastery in the belief that he could help save his country. He was 
beset with news of tragedies that had fallen upon those he had been 
unable to take wath him; unable to pursue his life as it had been shaped 
for him, Norbu renounced Holy Orders. There was something else he 
could not renounce, however, namely his existence as a reincarnation 
of 'laglser. As such he had been reborn with a vct}' special purpose. 
It IS believed that some of those who manage to achieve enlightenment, 
or mving di, elect to return to the world of suffering for the alleviation 
of those still struggling upward, to help, guide and teach. The Tibetans 
believe that the monk Tagtser has returned in Norbu's body to continue 
his work, begun hundreds of years ago, as a teacher. As Tagtser, then, 
Norbu has very particular obligations to the people living around the 
monasteries founded by the monk and to the monasteries themselves. 
Ibesc obligations he can no longer fulfill, being physically divorced from 
his homeland. But from his being as Tagtser there was, and is, no 
escape. This is something Norbu has to reconcile with his new life. 

Now, as a la\niau, Norbu must live as a layman, with other obliga- 
tions and responsibilities. There is no dishonor in renouncing Holy Orders, 
but as an incarnation and as a layman Norbu faces a great conflict. The 
conflict is in part resolved by his untiring efforts at creating a deeper and 
wider understanding of Tibet. This book is part of that effort. To some 
extent then, it is not onl) the work of Norbu, it is also the work of 
Tagtser, the ancient teacher who gave himself to be reborn through all 
time for the enlightenment of his fellow beings. It is hoped that these 
pages will evoke at least some of the feelings of respect for life, of com- 
passion and love, of the truth that is goodness, which are the qualities 
of the Tibetan Buddhist. 



AUTHORS’ NOTE 


I’liE WORK of collaboration has been a privi- 
lege, a joy, and a heavy responsibility. It has been arduous and difficult 
for we have been working in three languages: Tibetan, Sanskrit and 
English. The dangers have been many, for our imperfect knowledge of 
each other's language has led to constant checking and cross-checking, 
and it was agreed at the outset that this was to be the book, in the sense 
of the thought, of Tliubten Norbu. '^ITie co-author's task has been to 
perceive that thought, to grasp it, and to present it in his words but 
without intruding any of his own thoughts. 

We believe we have achieved this, at least to a large extent, because 
we aic both, with all our human weaknesses, dedicated to the pursuit 
of the one great truth we believe to underlie the existence of mankind. 
It matters not to one of us if the other secs or thinks or dreams dif- 
ferently, for the truth is the same. I’he aim of all translation, direct or 
indirect, has been to present that truth, and words have been used and 
constructed to that end, not to satisfy the narrow limitation of dic- 
tionary usage. 

Our claim is a small one This is not intended as a definitive history 
of 'Fibet and its pcopivrs but mcicly as an image of Tibet as seen by 
one man. This image, with minor variations, is probably shared by many 
other Tibetans, but our hope is that by avoiding the almost insuperable 
difficulties of attempting to be definitive, consistent and complete, as 
well as truthful, we have been able to present an account that represents, 
for better or worse, right or wrong, Tibet as seen and understood by a 
Tibetan. If the reader can but share that vision he will have more under- 
standing than he would ever gain from a more formal, academic presenta- 
tion divorced, as it would have to be, from the religious belief that alone 
makes life significant to the Tibetan. That, at least, is our belief and 
our hope. 

Thubten Jigme Norbu 
Colin M. Turnbull 


11 




NOTE ON TRANSLATION 
AND TRANSLITERATION 


The problems of accurately representing the 
sound of Tibetan words in Roman type in a book such as this are many 
and difficult. For one thing there are many different pronunciations that 
are all equally Tibetan, though some are local to particular areas and 
others are confined to specific contexts, such as usage in official circles. 
Norbu, while born in eastern Tibet, became increasingly familiar with 
the tongue of central Tibet and with the official ‘‘court language” fol- 
lowing his younger brother’s accession as Gyalwa Rinpoche (Dalai 
Lama). We have tried to render as simply as poosible the pronunciation 
used by Norbu. A glance at the standard transliteration will suffice to 
show the general reader how futile it would have been to attempt to 
convey, let us say, the truth that the name of a certain famous monastery 
is pronounced (near enough) Drepiing, by adherence to the academically 
correct form of hBras-spungs, or that the words sGra-musnyan conceal the 
name for the worldly land of the north, pronounced as Dra Minyen. 
Our own efforts may not be perfect, but at least they will get the reader 
closer. 

Where we have ’’ ed Gy as in Gyalwa, the G is to be pronounced 
somewhat between a hard G and a J. So with Ky, which should almost 
sound like Chy. Where we break words up into two or more parts it is 
for ease of pronunciation and does not necessarily correspond to the 
more formal usage Some terms used have counterparts in other languages, 
particularly Sanskrit, better known to Occidental readers. We give some 
of these in parenthesis on their first appearance; but the terms being 
better known, the misconceptions that for so long have accompanied 
them are also more firmly entrenched, and we have decided to regain, 
thereafter, the Tibetan term. It is better that the reader should come to 
Sangg}'e Sa as an entirely new concept, for example, rather than for us 
to use the term Nirvana and raise up a whole host of associated ideas 
that will only confuse and mislead. 
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PROLOGUE : 


The Legend of the beginning 



The Four Worlds lie beyond 

a great mountain, Rirab Lhunpo. 

Rirab climbs to the heavens, 

Rising eight times ten thousand pagtsad* 
above the mighty ocean. 

Sinking as deep below its surface. 

Its nature ts to have four sides each a precious 
stone. 

East is crystal, and beyond, in the 
outer ocean. 

Is Lo Phag, Land of Giants. 

The South, of malachite, gazes from afar 
upon our own fair world of Dzambu 
Lying. 

Silver is the western fac^.; 

There hes Balang Clio, rich in cattle. 

The North is made of solid gold; 

Northward lies Dra Minyen, blessed but 
worldly land 

Whc'"^ all beings are bom with wealth, 

Desti^'ied to lead their lives in peaceful 
leisure. 

But that seeming happy land is land of 
the unpleasant voice. 

That speaks ci Death. 

Land vnthout religion. 

—FROM Grub-mtha Chenmo 


* A Tibetan unit of measure, given sometimes as 500 arm spans. 




A 

± V VOID, a dark emptiness, was before 
all time. From within this nothingness came a wind, gentle and 
quiet. From east and south, west and north, it filled the void, grow- 
ing in power with the passing of years. After many, many years, 
the wind became thick and heavy, forming Dorje Gyatram, a great 
double thunderbolt in the form of a cross. From the thunderbolt 
came clouds, on-., upon the other, growing thick and hca\y like the 
thunderbolt and the wind. Then, from the clouds, came the great 
rain, each drop as big across as a wagon wheel, each drop enough 
to cause a flood. For countless years the great rain fell, and when 
it stopped falling it had created Gyjtso, the primeval ocean. 

When gyatso was still, its surface smooth and quiet, there came 
once again a wind, gentle and smooth like gyatso, moving the face 
of the waters softly back and forth. As the churning of milk brings 
cream to the surface, so the moving of the waters caused a light foam, 
Wangchen Serkyi Sashi, to cover them, becoming heavier as the wind 
grew ill strength, until the foam was heavy and yellow, like Trz, the 
milk given by a mothei cow when her child is born. And as cream be- 
comes butter, so earth was created from the ocean. 

The earth rose like a mom tain, around the top of which blew 
the tireless winds, covering the peaks with clouds. When the rain 
fell once more, the water it dropped was salty— and so, ocean upon 
ocean, our universe was made. 

In the center was the great mountain, Rirab Lhunpo, a four- 
sided column of precious stones, the abode of gods. Around it lay a 
lake {tso)y and around the lake a ^ ’^cle of golden mountains. Beyond 
the golden mountains was another lake, encircled again m turn. In 
all there were seven lakes and seven rings of golden mountains, the 
innermost being the mightiest. Seven times earth, seven times water. 
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Beyond the outer mountains lay the outer ocean, Chi Gyatso. It is in 
chi gyatso that the four worlds are found, like islands, each with its 
own shape and different nature. Tlie world of the south is pointed 
downward, like a cone; the western world is circular; the wealthy 
land of the north is square in shape; and the eastern world is a cres- 
cent. On each side of each world is a smaller island, of similar shape; 
four worlds and eight islands. This was the universe, and it was dark. 

I’o Rirab Lhiinpo came the G<.ds and demigods. Tliey divided 
the mountain betw'een them, into different levels, the highest being 
the most blessed. The center of the universe was like our own world, 
witli hills and valleys, rivers and streams, with trees and flowers and all 
beautiful things; but evervthing was more beautiful than wc can 
know, being most beautiful at the top. Tlicre live the IJia, the em- 
bodied Gods. Even they, like us, must suffer and die, but they cannot 
be compared to us for they do not know the suffering that is ours. 

Far above the universe of the desired and the formed worlds 
of Rirab Lhunpo exist other heavenly worlds, the formless universe 
of Sugme Kham. llie mountain itself is, in its lower regions, the six 
worlds of Do Kliam, the univeise of desires. Above this lie the seven- 
teen formed worlds as Sug Kham, peopled with gods embodied, who 
can be called on when in need. At the very summit is the single 
world of Ogmin, the world of enlightenment, a realm of peace and 
tranquility, where suffering is unknown, the abode of the Perfect 
Ones. About these worlds we know little, and in any case they 
do not much concern this world of suffering. 

Of Rirab Lhunpo we know more. This great mountain has a tree, 
whose name is Yongdb Dolba, rising up through its very center, 
bursting into flower and fruit at the top. The mountain is populated 
by Gods and demigods, living at four different levels of the moun- 
tainside. Those at the lop arc the most powerful, llic Gods of this 
level do not have bodies like ours, but those of the other three levels 
do; they have bodies you can see and touch, bodies that suffer and 
die (though they suffer much less than ours). You can pray to these 
Gods, to be born amongst them on Rirab Lhunpo. But each level is 
more powerful than the level below it, and constant fighting is the suf- 
fering of these Gods, for the demigods of the lowest level say that 
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Yongdo Dolba does not merely grow on the top of Rirab Lhiinpo, 
it has its roots way down at their level and nourishes itself from the 
base of the mountain, and therefore they arc entitled to a share of 
its wonderful fruits. So with the Gods of the other lower two levels, 
they all fight to force their way to the top of the mountain to claim 
their share of the fruit. Even on Rirab there is suffering. 

Rirab Lhunpo is the center of our universe, and each of its four 
sides looks out across the seven lakes and the seven rings of golden 
mountains, to the four worlds. "Fhe Gods on the side of Rirab Lhunpo 
facing south concern themselves with the southern world; those facing 
northward look after the northern world, and so with the worlds of 
the east and the west. It is said that the chief ot the northern Gods, 
and guardian of the northern quarter, is Nani Tlidsc; the guardians 
of the east and west are Yulkor K\ong and Chen Mi^ang. The 
guardian of the southern quarter, in which our own world of Dzambu 
Lying lies, is Phagkycpo. 

After Dzambu l^ying was created, a prakcha tree grew up in the 
middle of a river. When its fruit was ripe it would fall into the 
water, making a noise that sounded like '‘dzambu.'' Many klu (water 
creatures) lived in that river, and they ate the fruit of the prakcha 
tree. Their excrement turned to gold, so wonderful was the fruit. Tlie 
best gold in our world comes from the waters of the prakcha tree, and 
our world takes its name from the sound of the falling fruit. We do 
not know now where the river with the tree is, but it is here, some- 
where. 

At first Dzambu Lying was enipt). 'Ilicrc were no people, no ani- 
mals, and no trees. But some o^ the Gods of Rirab Lhunpo, because 
of all past deeds, came from the upper part of that mountain to our 
world. Because of their power and their greatness they did not need 
to work. Food was there for the taking; there was no famine, no 
hunger even. "Ilierc was no sickness, and the Gods lived a long time, 
far longer than any of us can live. Their power lay in samten se, a deep 
meditation in which creation issues from the mind. Tlieir power was 
such that there was no need for light; each God was his own light, 
and by his own power his body glowed like a heavenly body. 

After many years of contentment in Dzambu Lying, one of the 
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Gods noticed a kind of fat, like cream, called sashag. This fat came 
from the earth itself. Touching it and tasting it, the God found it 
good and told others to taste. The Gods from Rirab Lhunpo began to 
eat the sashag rather than other foods. The more they ate, the more 
their powers diminished, the more feeble the light they created. 
Finally, when all the sashag was gone, they had lost their long life, 
they had lost their light, for they had lost the power of samtense. 
Ihcy lived in darkness. It was then ^-hat the sun and the moon and 
the stars were created for Dzambu Lying, for the light of our world 
that had been the light of the Gods, and their power, had gone. It is 
only because of the Gods' previous good deeds that we have the sun 
and the moon, and if it were not for them we would be living in 
darkness. 

In this way the Gods became people, lliey depended on the sun 
and the moon and the stars for light. TTicy ate a cornlike plant called 
myugu It bore large fruits. Each day each person took one fruit, 
and the next day there was another ready for him. ITius there was 
no hunger or famine; it was still a world of plenty. Each person had 
his own myugu plant. Gnc da\ a greedy person, finding that his 
myugu had prosaded two fruits, plucked and ate them both. The 
following day there was no fiuit at all and he became hungry— so 
hungry that he took someone clsc's fruit. Tlic latter having no food, 
in turn became hungry and took the fruit from yet another person's 
myugu plant. Soon everyone was forced to take what was not his, 
and in this way theft came into our world. So also came work, for 
everyone had to start planting so that he would have enough food 
even if some were stolen from him. 

All this time these people, who had been Gods, were in the shape 
of men. But once they started stealing, and then planting, they began 
to feel and think strange things. One man felt that his genitals were 
troubling him; he found them uncomfortable, so he tore them from 
his body. In this way he became a woman. Having contact with 
men she gave birth to children, and from them came more children, 
and soon the world was filled with men and women, all having more 
children. 

With so many people there was always more and more difficulty 
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in finding enough food and in finding places to live. Instead of living 
together peacefully, each family began to look after its own needs, 
no longer bothering about the others— and they soon began fighting 
each other. After much fighting the people came together in a huge 
assembly and determined to end the fighting and chose a leader. 
They called him Mang Kur, meaning '‘many people made him king.” 

Once made king, Mang Kur taught the people. He taught them 
how to build houses, telling them that each family should have its 
own house and its own fields, each famih planting, growing and reap- 
ing its own food. In this way we became human beings, having been 
Gods. In this way we became subject to the round of life and death, 
for while living we must work, fight, steal and get sick. Thus this 
world was created. That is what we bclie\'e 

Beyond our world is Chi Gyatso, the outer ocean, an 1 beyond that 
we know nothing. It is to Chi Gyatso that bad people go, or so chil- 
dren believe: their bodies are taken alive to Chi Gyatso to die there. 

The sun and moon and stars, the sky and the clouds, arc not 
seen b\ the other worlds. Nor can we see those worlds or travel to 
them, unless wc ha^'e supernatural powers. Some of us ma^' go to 
these other worlds when wc arc reborn; some of us may have come 
from them. Tlicy have people living on them, but they arc very 
different from us. 

Ld Phag is the eastern world, shaped like a half-moon, llic 
people living there are giants, with moonlike faces. They live for five 
hundred years. Tliey have many kinds of food and cat mainly rice 
and vegetables. They arc not like us because they do not fight. 'Phey 
arc quiet and peaceful. But the ■ have no real religion. 

llic western world is Baling Clio, sha].»cd like the sun. 'Tlic 
people there are like those on Ld Phag, though their faces aie round. 
They are large and live for five hundred years. Balang Chd is a lard 
of cattle; many, many cattle, and the people cat mostly butter and 
cheese. They are a strong people. 

North of Rirab Lhunpo, and furthest away from our own world 
of Dzambii Lying, is Dra Minyen. Unlike Ld Phag and Balang Chd, 
Dra Minyen is square in shape. People there have square faces, like 
horses, and they live for a thousand years before they have to die. 
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There is no fighting and no work. Dra Minyen is the land of plenty, 
where food grows in abundance and needs no tending. When you 
are born on Dra Minyen you are born with everything you need. 
Never in your lifetime need you look foi clothes, sliclter or food. 
When you die on Dra Minyen, your wealth dies with you. It is a land 
of utter peace and bliss for all of your thousand years— except for the 
last seven days. 

For Dra Minyen is also the land of the unpleasant voice. Seven 
days before you die you receive a sign. The clothes that have always 
been kept fine and clean for you become dusty and torn. Decay sets 
in. And you hear the chilling voice of death whispering in your car— 
a sound that brings the first pain in a thousand years— telling you that 
now the time has come to die. I'hc voice whispers to you and tells 
you how you arc going to meet your death, where you will be sent 
afterward, what hells and sufferings are in store for you. For nearly 
a thousand years the ]3eo|)le who live on Dra Minyen do not know 
suffering, want, pain or fear, hbr the last seven days of that thousand 
years thc^ know more suffciing than we know in a lifetime. 

Wc know more about Dra Minven than the other two worlds, 
apart from our own, because each world has its own chief God, and 
the God of Dra Minyen is the God of wealth, of j^rosperitv and 
contentment, of all riches. We pray to him a great deal. Tic can 
grant us wealth without the seven da\s of suffering. We ])rav to him 
not onl) foi oiirsches, but that his wealth may fill our whole world. 
If my monaster) is in need of food, or in need of money for food and 
clothing for the monks, it is to the God of Dra Minyen that wc pray. 

But for all its thousand years of happiness and wealth I would 
not want to be born on Dra Minyen even though, with good deeds 
to help me, T could escape after the seven days to a heaven, and not 
suffer in hell. Ibr on Dra Minyen there is too mueli luxury, too much 
comfort, too much wealth. There is no want and no religion. Not 
knowing any religion, he who is born in the northern world goes 
through life without preparing for his end. When the end comes 
and the unpleasant voice is heard, when at last he realizes that he is 
to die and suffer, he has no time to strengthen himself to meet death. 



The Legend of the Beginning 25 


Far more fortunate is he who is prepared through religion, e\'cii if his 
life on this world seems less full of riehcs. 

I would always ehoose to be reborn in this world, for here we 
have leligion. We are not so big, nor so long-lived, nor so well-fed and 
comfortable as people in the other worlds, but we are more fortunate. 
If I had to choose one of the other three I would choose Lb Phag 
because there they have some kind of belief, though it is not like our 
religion. One of Buddha’s disciples, Mongal Gyibu I think, went to 
Lb Phag. He had supernatural powers. 'Jlierc, very huge, were three 
priests. Tliey were so huge that they saw him as an insect, formed 
like a human and wearing a yellow robe. They picked him up and 
said, *‘What a strange insect, shaped like a human being, with arms 
and legs, hands and feet, and wearing the yellow robe of a monk. How 
strange.’’ When Mongal Gyibu came back to Dzambn L\ing he told 
us of all this, and that is how we know the ])cople on Lo Phag arc 
big people and have some form of religion. But I would always pray 
to be reborn on this world. 

All this is found in the C/zo/ung, the Tibetan history books 
written by scholars going back to the thirteenth ccntnr\, perhaps even 
earlier. History and legend, they arc the same, tolling of the past. All 
arc found in scriptures like the Ch()jung. This story of creation we 
call the Jigten Chagtsul^ or ‘'narrative concerning the creation of all 
worlds.” Not all the accounts are the same, llie old Dzo scriptures 
say that Riiab Lhunpo is scpiarc, but the later Tokhor writings teach 
us that it is round, at the heart of a round universe. Personally I think 
it may be round, but it docs not matter ver} much. What matters is 
that we believe there is such a place. Perhaps there are some Tibetans 
who do not believe that Rirab Lhunpo exists at all; it so they believe 
in something else. Wlicn I believe in Rirab Lhunpo it does not 
matter whether it is round or square, or looks like anything else. 
Wliat matters is what my belief means to me. Perhaps it is square, 
but if I believe it round, for me it is round. Kven if it does not exist 
at all, for me it is still round. So long as we have sotne belief, we find 
much to learn from all these legends; they help us lead good lives. 
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That is all we need to know about them—that is their truth. The 
real truth will come to us later. 

Thus some people think that Rirab Lhunpo may actually be in 
this world, somewhere in the high mountains between India and 
Tibet. Some think it may be near Bodh Gaya, for that is where 
the Buddha received enlightenment. Perhaps from somewhere there 
we should look to the north and east and west for the other worlds. 
I’o the south, for instance, is the world that was the real world to the 
people of the Buddha's day, India, which is just the shape of the 
southern world, Dzambu Lying. 

We Tibetan Buddhists always say that the Buddha preached 
many things, and that we do not necessarily have to believe that what 
he said has actual form. He himself said we must examine all his 
words as we examine gold; we must cut his speech and put it to the 
test of fire. So we find the truth by testing the Buddha's words, rather 
than in the words themselves. What each of us finds may be different, 
but vvhatc\'cr it is, tliat is reality and truth for us. What we think to 
be the truth, having tested it for ourselves, is truth; that is what we 
have to believe, that is what we have to follow. The Buddha taught 
one thing, and his disciples took that one thing in many different 
ways, for they each heard what they thought. To each of them that 
was the truth, and in following that truth each was following the 
path of the Buddha. Hence many of us seem to be following different 
paths when, in fact, we are really following one. 

It was not long after the Buddha died that his disciples split into 
two schools, Theg Chen in the north, and Theg Man in the south. 
Each understood the Buddha's teachings in different ways. If you 
look at a piece of gold fiom one place, and I look at it from another, 
we each see diflFercnt shapes— yet the gold is the same. The truth is 
one, no matter how we look at it, and most of us can see no more 
than a small part of that truth. Ignorance lies in thinking that we 
see it all. 

There is a story of a very powerful and fierce Indian lady who 
set out to kill a hundred people. One day when she had killed ninety- 
nine, and hunted everywhere for one more to kill to make up the full 
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hundred, there was nobody to be found except her mother, so she 
chased after her mother to kill her. ITic mother ran to the Lord 
Buddha who hid her in his begging bowl. Tlic would-be murderess 
then tried to kill the Buddha, but he too disappeared. When he 
finally showed himself to her he demanded why she had wanted 
to kill him. She said it was because she believed that she could not 
achieve liberation until she had killed a hundred people and she 
needed one more victim. Rather than dissuade her from lier goal, 
or make her think her goal unattainable, the Buddha did not forbid 
her to kill, or say it was a crime. He delayed her, saying that he 
would help her find her goal, so getting her to accompany him. By 
his teachings he gradually showed her that the killing of the hun- 
dredth victim was not necessary. But at the time when she believed 
it necessary to kill a hundred people, that was the truth for her, and 
that was the path she had to follow At least she believed in a path— 
her only crime was ignorance. ITie Buddha's task was merely to 
show her a higher truth. We should all be seeking for a higher truth 
while still following the one we hold. 

That is why we do not mind people of other religions in Tibet. 
Outside Tibet everyone thinks that we have kept our doors closed to 
foreigners. That is not so. People have come to our country from all 
over the world, for many centuries, and found welcome there. Eight 
hundred years ago we received a Muslim delegation in Lhasa, and 
there has been one ever since They have their mosque and worship 
as they choose, followinj^ theii faith in peace. So we have had Hindus 
and Christians for hundreds of years. T’hc ways all look different, but 
we believe the goal to be the same. If a man lives bv his belief we 
think him a good and honest man. Wc do not judge him by his 
outer clothing. 

Wc think Tibet the most fortunate of lands, however, for the 
Buddha sent his teachers to us, and our country has been blessed 
with many Changchub Sempa (bodhisamas), teachers who have will- 
ingly reentered the round of rebirth and suffering for our sake, to 
teach us and help us. We have alv^.i)S lived where we are today in the 
mountain land north of India. It is said that wc come from a union 
between two incarnations, one of which had taken the form of a 
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monkey, the other having become an ogress, evil and given to the 
eating of human flesh. 

After the creation of the universe, and of Dzambu Lying, we 
believe that our country was under water. Through the blessings of 
Chenresig, Lord of Mercy, the water slowly dried up leaving our 
country surrounded by great mountains. It was a lovely country of 
valleys and hills, peopled with Mimayin, invisible and intangible 
spirits. Sometimes they can still be se^n, like ghosts, and they can do 
both good and harm. Tliere were no human beings to begin with. 
But into this country both Chenresig, Lord of Mercy, and Dolma, 
his consort, sent their incarnations. Chenresig's incarnation took the 
form of a monkey, 1 rehu Changchub Sempa. Tlie monkey incarna- 
tion was under vows of celibacy, and lived alone in quiet meditation. 
Dolma's incarnation, however, was an ogress and a cannibal, called 
Tag-senmo. Senmo, the ogress, became very lonely, having nobody to 
live with her. She cried and sang and cried. Trehu, the monkey incar- 
nation, heard the crying and singing and hurried to where Senmo 
was and asked her what was wrong, being filled with pity. She told 
him of her loneliness and begged him to stay with her and her hus- 
band At first Trehu refused, saying that this was not why he had 
come into the world, that he came to fulfill his vows. But Senmo was 
so distraught that the monkey incarnation was overcome with com- 
passion and using his supernatural powers went straight to the 
great Potala, abode of Chenresig, to ask for advice. Chenresig told 
Trehu that the time had come for Tibet to have children of its own, 
and that he was to return and take Senmo as his wife. 

Tlie monkey and the ogiess married, and they had six children 
which some people say were drawn from the six kinds of creatures 
that fill the world: Gods, Demigods, Human beings. Ghosts, Animals 
and Fiends. Others say the six children represent the six kinds of 
people found in different regions of Tibet today. In any event, the 
monkey father left the six children to fend for themselves. On return- 
ing a number of years later to sec how they were faring, he found that 
they had multiplied, with children and grandchildren. All these off- 
spring were real people, human beings, the first Tibetans, but there 
were so many that there was not enough fruit on the trees to feed 
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them all. Trehu set off once again for the Potala, and Chcnresig gave 
him different kinds of grain, from Mount Rirab, to take back and 
plant. So the first seeds of life were planted in Tibet. 

We believe this all took place in the south of Tibet, at a place 
known now as Tsc-Tang. Tsc-lang means playground, and this was 
the playground for the six children of the monkey and the r-^ress. 
Nearby is the mountain Konpori, where Trehu and Senmo first met. 
But the human children quickly became too many, so they spread and 
went six different ways, to different parts of Tibet, living separately 
until Nyatri Tsanpo came to be Tibet's first king, so called because he 
was carried into Tibet on the backs of those who found him. . . . 

Tibetan children love to listen to these stories of the beginnings 
of the world, and of the beginning of I’ibct. llicy tell tli .in amongst 
themselves again and again. To them the stories are very real. Chi 
Gyatso is a frightening place to which they will be carried off if they 
are bad. But it is not used by parents to frighten their children into 
being good; it is something that the children themselves believe in. 
They often talk about it, far more than their parents. So also the coun- 
tryside is full of very real things that arc quite invisible. Karly on, 
through these stories, children learn both that things are not what 
they seem to be and that there arc many things that do not seem to 
be anything. The invisible Mimayin are real, to the children, as spirits 
that have powers quite different from those of human beings. Some 
of them can help in times of need. Tlicy may be known to live in a 
certain lake or on a certain mountain, and even adults will go there 
and pray when in need. Tlicse g )od mi mayin send us harvests and 
look after us but if angered, thej can harm us. That is why, all over 
Tibet, you find prayer flags on hills, mountains, by lakes, and 
always on the crest of passes. Again, it docs not really matter whether 
these mi mayin exist, as the children, and many others, believe they 
do; what matters is that through these stones we have come to believe 
that everywhere, all around us, at all times, there is some power that is 
greater than ourselves. 

Mimayin may be spirits of those who have died with an unful- 
filled wish in their minds. Wc may live all our lives well but we may 
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die in a moment of anger. In sueh a case we may be reborn as a bad 
spirit, to work out that anger, for whatever we wish for, we get. 

There are many kinds of bad Mimayin. One is Yidag; he has a 
huge stomach and head but very thin arms and legs. Even worse, he 
has a very small mouth and throat. His big stomach makes him always 
hungry, for his mouth and throat are so small he can never swallow 
enough food. Some have human bodies and animal heads. All are 
frightening, and live in one or an( Hicr of the eighteen hells to 
which our bad deeds may bring us when we die. Every bad thing 
we do has to be answered for, just as every good deed will have its 
reward. 

Tlic hells arc truly terrible places, each with its own kind of 
torture. In some |)Coplc arc boiled, in others they are frozen on an 
icy mountain. In one the victims are torn to pieces, then rejoined, 
only to be torn to pieces again— this is particularly for people who 
have killed themselves. Eight of the hells arc hot, and eight arc cold. 
Other hells, less severe, exist right here on this world Even the 
guardians of each hell must themselves suffer the torments they in- 
flict on others. 

Again, one person cannot say for another that these hells do or 
do not exist. Like the sun and the moon and the stars, they exist if 
we belicN'C in them Our children learn that the world they live in is 
what they make it, good or bad. 'Flierc is one truth, however, that 
none can deny, and that is the truth of suffering. The Buddha 
taught the truth of suffering and the way to escape from suffering. 
It is this wa\ that we follow in Tibet. 

llic Buddha also taught that suffering arises from desire, for 
however often our desires arc fulfilled, still more remain unfulfilled. 
This is the first cause of suffering. Until we can escape from desire 
we must continue to suffer, to be reborn again and again until 
by continuous good deeds we arc able to escape from desire, escape 
from suffering, and achieve enlightenment. Each life offers an op- 
portunity to acquire by good deeds a better birth in the next ri)und of 
existence. But while life as a human offers the most opportunities 
to advance, it offers as many opportunities to lose ground by bad 
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deeds. If our deeds are bad then we may be reborn in one of three 
lower stages of existence, as. animals, ghosts, or fiends. 

To be reborn as a human is not easy, llic Buddha said it was as 
rare as for a solitary one-eyed turtle, swimming beneath the surface 
of the eastern oceans, to come up once every hundred years with its 
head through the hole of a solitary ox-yoke floating in that same ast 
ocean. 

For this reason we arc very careful about death. Wlicn a man 
i> dying, we whisper good things in his cai so that his mind mav be 
occupied with goodness when death conics. Tliis will help his rebirth. 
If a man dies alone he may die in anger, or with bad wishes, and so 
secure for himself a bad rebirth. Often people like to have worldly 
goods taken away from them when the\' arc ching, so that they will 
not die feeling attached to them, desiring them. M the lU/incnt of 
death a man seeing some meat nearby might wish it, and so be reborn 
a wolf with a craving for flesh. 

But the Buddha does not want ns to live well, with good deeds, 
just because we hope tor a good rebirth . . . indeed to wish for a good 
rebirth in itself leads us liack into the round of suffering. Instead he 
asks us to cast our eyes about us, to think of the woild around us, 
to recognize the truth of suffering. Suffering is everywhere. Birth is 
suffering, so is sickness, and so are old age aiid death. Suffering is also 
ex]XTicnccd throughout life in the misfortunes that daily cross our 
path.s, or the punishments meted out to us for wTongdoing; in the 
many things that offend our senses; in the nontulfillment of our (lu- 
shes; and in the separation trom our loved ones and from our cher- 
ished possessions. 

This is the truth that the Buddha taught, the triiMi of suffering. 
The answer is release, and the Buddha also taught the Path, the way 
to release from siiffciing. It is a path demanding right belief and 
right aims; the aspirant must seek ncithei spiritual nor material w^eff- 
being, only release from the round of rebirth, which is suffering lie 
must practice right speech and right bcha\ior, earn his living lawfully, 
be right in all he docs and in all he thinks; and he must practice 
meditation. This is the good life, the life of the true Buddhist, and 
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the Path teaches us to follow this good life, at peace with ourselves, 
at peace with our neighbors, not in fear of hell nor in hope of 
heaven, but secure in the knowledge that at the end of the path lies 
Sdnggye Sd (Nirvana), the end to suffering. 



CHAPTER ONE 


Xhahachen: The Land of Snow 



Before the Perfect Buddha left this world 

He called to him the best among the 
Changchub Sempa. 

He called Chenresig and told him to go 
to the northy 

To Khabdchem Land of Snow, there to 
teach the perfect religion. 

In KhabacheUy the Buddha told Chenresig: 

Your work is for the welfare of all living 
creatures; 

For all moving thingSy for all born into lifCy 

You are to work. 

The people who dwell in the Land of 
Snow are brutah 

Touched by the three-poisoned n'i7. 

They are selfishy jcalouSy and lazy; 

They kill and steal. 

r I convert them to the Way of Truth 
will be hard. 

Find v^mr disciples by many paths. 

As loiii^ as there is a living creature in 
Khahachen, 

So long will there he a Changclvih Sempa 
there, for his welfare. 

—FROM Mani Bkahbum 




w believe that there is an eternal 
source of Changchub Sempa, or enlightened ones, whose sole reason 
for existence is the salvation of all living things, lliey are those who 
have achieved enlightenment, and who could have escaped from 
the wheel of life, the round of suffering, but who out of compassion 
chose to stay. Some of them arc always with us in bodily form; others 
arc waiting for their time. Chenresig was sent to l*ibct to help the 
Tibetan people, but Changchub Sempa may be reborn anywlicrc, 
wherever there is a living creature subject to siiffeiing. 

Tibet was chosen not because we were a good people but be- 
cause ill those days we wcie givt ii to much fighting and killing and 
stealing. We were fighting with each other, fighting with our neigh- 
bors. Even the Chinese fcaied us because we were so warlike and so 
powerful. Tlicn, some 2500 years ago, the Buddha prophesied that 
Chenresig would come to 1'ibet, and all that changed. We became 
so peaceful, so unwilling to take even animal life, that our enemies 
thought they could make us captive aiid take our country. Several 
times they nearly succ* '"ded, but Chenresig gave us strength, and 
we had the even greater power of religion. We w^cre never conquered. 

I believe that Chenresig will once again sa\'e his country. What 
has happened must be because o; our own failings, our own past bad 
deeds. All humans aic subject to the '‘three poisons”— we in Tibet as 
much as people anyvdierc, Tlicse are— 

dochag carnal desire 

shedang auger 

timug blind passion. 

It is nol easy for a human be ig to escape being touched by the 
three poisons, yet in many wavs we arc better off than some Gods. In 
Tibet, while we arc in some ways most blessed by Chenresig, we are 
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also open to the greatest sin. A man who does not believe, but 
who has not been shown the truth, is not to be blamed— he is merely 
unfortunate. But if those to whom the truth has been shown spurn 
it, theirs is a great sin indeed. In Tibet, even the poorest farmer or 
eattle herder is taught the truth, through the words of the Buddha, 
from the moment of his birth. For him there is no turning back— 
he is born bound to the eightfold path. 

Wc say that there are eight blessed states of being and eight 
states of restless being. Blessed are they who follow their religion, 
who have developed both physically and mentally, who are, if not 
religious, at least not heretic, and those who arc not savage or wild. 
Blessed also are the Gods and demigods who dwell on Rirab Lhunpo. 
It is even blessed simply to be born human and blessed not to be 
born in space. 

Restless beings are those who are born as demons, ghosts or 
animals; humans who have a different form, lacking parts of the 
normal physical body; the wild tribes living in border countries not 
believing in any religion; those who actively disbelieve; the Lha Lo or 
beings of indistinct speech, whose belief is confused; and restless are 
those Gods who because of the pleasures of their being have desired 
to live too long, and so were born into a heaven from where there is 
no escape to Sanggye Sa. They are like beings who sink into medita- 
tion and then go to sleep, for aeons. 

Wc in Tibet recognize that wc are blessed indeed, because we 
are born with religion, we are guarded over by our protector, Chenresig, 
sent by the Buddha himself, and wc arc nearly all blessed with healthy 
bodies and minds Wc possess all the blessings except those of being 
Gods— and it is better to suffer as a human and eventually reach 
enlightenment than to live as a God and enter Sanggye Sa only after 
countless ages. 

To understand this is to understand the Tibetan people. Tibet is 
not a land of saints or miracles. It is a land of people committed to 
the path of religion, who follow that path not as a mournful duty 
but with enthusiasm and great happiness. It is also a land where 
we can always expect the help of our protector, Chenresig, so long 
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as we deserve it. If that is a miracle, then Tibet is a land of miracles, 
for Chenresig is always revealing himself, guiding and helping. 

The countryside itself helps, perhaps. 1 know that those of us 
who ha\'e had to leave Tibet feel a real loss not being able to see our 
mountains and feel our winds and breathe the cold clear air. It is a 
countryside that takes our thoughts directly to a state of existence far 
above our own. Its very size and splendor make a man's thoughts turn 
inward. In Tibet we live with the world around us, not just in it. 
In itself it seems part of our blessedness. 

We are surrounded by huge mountain ranges, always covered 
with snow, high and perilous. On the narrow trails that hang from the 
S’de of great cliffs the winds can sweep a whole caravan to its death. 
The wind can kill by its very coldness. It may take days or even 
months of travel to get from one safe resting place to another. But 
even in these most desolate and barren heights, far above the level 
where trees and shrubs can grow, there is a constant beauty and a 
kind of rough gentleness. We who live in Tibet know how to deal 
with llic heights and the cold and the wind, but in anv case all the 
discomfort in the world is worthwhile just to stand for a minute, 
alone with one's thoughts, in those mountains. 

In the midst of the frozen heights, however, lies another country. 
Tliat is the real Tibet, where people live and die, dance and sing, 
raise families and take them off for month-long summer jnemes. It is 
a land of soft meadows filled with fruit trees (peaches and pearsl 
and strawberries in the woods, Ncithci much rain nor snow fall 
down there, though the ’ nd is well watered bv the melting snows 
all around us. Even in winter we sometimes let emr v'oung children 
go naked, and in the summer it is \\ irm enough for swimming. It is so 
warm in some places like the Lhasa valley that people from the moun- 
tains have to leave since they suffer so much from the heat. 

Some authorities say that this central region used to be a great 
ocean at one time— the Sea of Thetys—but however that may be, it 
is now a gentle and kindly land, full of Ixauty. Antelopes abound, 
and a day without bird song would be unthinkable. Even the moun- 
tains and the lakes seem to have a liic of their own, and it is no won- 
der that some claim that they speak to us. ITiey can tell us many 
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things about the weather for instance, and many a life has been lost 
through ignoring their warnings. But they seem to speak to one in a 
different way too, putting strange thoughts into the head, setting 
strange visions before the eyes, and filling the ears with sounds that 
were not there. Some lakes, in particular, arc so famous for this that 
they are consulted as oracles. I have myself been to such a lake, and 
seen a vision that I still cannot explain or understand. 

Some explain such things by saying that these places arc the 
dwelling places of certain spirits or Gods. This belief is sometimes 
so strong that shrines are built and offerings made. Even those 
who do not believe in these disembodied spirits believe that Chenre- 
sig, in his mercy, is all around us, at all times, and may choose to 
reveal himself in any of these ways. To the Tibetan, then, there is 
nothing particularly miraculous about happenings of this kind. We 
live too close to our belief to doubt that help will be given when 
it is sought. 

Even in the cities and towns, where one might expect religious 
belief to give way to the five poisons, one cannot escape. We do not 
even want to escape, for the meanest peasant finds the way of 
religion the way of happiness. That, for us, is the proof of its truth. 
But should we be tempted, even in towns there are reminders all 
around us, not onlv in the temples and monasteries, but in the 
people. Towns arc peopled mostly with traders and merchants 
passing through, or with pilgrims. But trader and pilgrim alike can be 
seen wandering through the streets, looking at goods for sale, swing- 
ing a little silver-encrusted praver wheel. Inside may be fragments of 
scriptures written on paper or cotton, and an invocation is carved 
into the metal wheel itself. As it twirls around, these prayers and in- 
vocations arc carried to heaven for the salvation of all beings. It is the 
same with the monastery walls, which arc surrounded by scores or 
even hundreds of prayer wheels— huge wooden cylinders, elaborately 
carved— balanced carefully on spindles so that as the pilgrim makes 
the holy walk around the monastery, his hand outstretched, he sends 
a thousand prayers heavenward. Tlicre is hardly a rooftop or a 
horizon that is not broken by prayer banners fluttering in the wind. 
Even the most sophisticated women carry elaborately carved and 
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jeweled reliquaries that eontain sacred prayers and arc worn like 
necklaces. But then even the sophisticates, the aristocratic town 
dwellers, do not scorn religion in any form, 'rhey may recognize prayer 
wheels and banners as mechanical devices, without any power of their 
own. But they also recognize that they generate a spiritual power 
by constantly directing people’s minds to the goal of life, the cessation 
of suffering. 

Our belief in this goal leads us to be strangely considerate, some 
think, toward our fellows. It is the reason that in a city like Lhasa 
you will find no hotels or restaurants. The pilgrim or trader has only 
to knock on a door and ask for food and shelter, and it will be freely 
given. Some town dwellers feel that if such a guest stays too long, 
say for a year, they arc entitled to ask for some recompense; it depends 
on their means. But c\’cn the poorest home will open its doors to any 
who ask. 

In the country homesteads may be few and far between, but 
wherever he finds one the traveler mas be sure of a, welcome, whether 
he is a wealthy merchant or a beggar. Usually merchants travel with 
large caravans and carry tents to sleep in and all the supplies they 
need. Even a small caravan must hav^e thirty or forty mules with 
eight or nine men and two or three dogs. When they make camp the 
dogs keep guard. They arc very fierce, and w'e feed them meat and 
milk to make them strong. Then we make collars of )ak hair and 
soak the hair in boiling water with a special grass. Ihc hair comes 
out bright red, and it makes the dogs look bigger and fiercer than 
ever. During the day the logs hav^c to be kept chained because thev 
will attack any stranger coming near. At night they are left free to 
roam around. They are the best •;uards to have. Fierce as they are, 
they arc gentle with their owners 

As small children we used to play with our dogs, wrestling with 
them and teasing them. Whatever we did, they would iiever bite. 
But if a caravan came and made camp nearby, we would not think of 
going near their dogs. 

Sometimes these caravans arc on the move for a whole year, 
from one part of the country to another. Wool is one of the most 
important trade goods, and we even send it out to neighboring coun- 
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tries. There was for a long time an important trading route into India, 
and the Indian towns of Kalimpong and Darjeeling were always filled 
with Tibetan traders unloading their bales of wool and stocking up 
with goods for the return journey. Inside I’ibet, Gyangtse was the 
main wool-trading center, and earavans came there with the soft wool 
of the valley sheep, or the coarser wool of mountain sheep, from 
many hundreds of miles away. In Gyangtse itself some of the finest 
wwlen cloth in Tibet is made. 

Goat and yak hair are also used, but mainly for blankets. We 
import dyes from China and India, but many people still prefer the 
old dyes made from roots and grass, speeial kinds of wood and stone 
and earth. 

Individuals who want to travel from one part of the country or 
another, or groups of pilgrims, often attach themselves to caravans for 
protection. Up in the wilder and more barren regions, the hills are 
full of bandits, and they arc likely to attack any caravan or group of 
travelers, l«irge or small. However, poor travelers in company with a 
large and wealthy caravan, will get off more lightly even if they are 
attacked, for these brigands are a deeply religious people and are 
dangerous when they can afford to be. We do not even think of 
them as thieves. A thief we call Kximua. He comes in the dark, and 
silently steals what he can and creeps away. You may never know 
who he is. A brigand is not like that. We call them Chagba. 

Near Lhasa these brigands live with their families, mainly in 
caves. When they go out to rob there may only be eleven or tw^elve 
men. But further nortli, up in the mountains, a band of brigands may 
number one or two hundred, and they wander about the countryside 
like nomads, living in tents. If a particularly large and wealthy caravan 
is seen, several groups will join together to attack it. Sometimes they 
will attack each other. But they never come down to the valleys 
to attack villages or the homes of poor farmers. They just wait for 
wealthy travelers. Even then, they always announce beforehand that 
they intend to attack on a certain day and at a certain time. If you 
can defend yourself, well and good, they consider themselves beaten. 
If you eannot defend your earavan they will take nearly everything 
you have. They do not take all, however, for sometimes you may still 
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be days or weeks from the nearest shelter and to leave you without 
anything would be to let you die and the brigands never like to kill. 
After they have robbed, they always leave enough food and mules to 
get you to safeh\ They will even show' you the quickest and safest 
way. 

When I w'as a monk I used to go and visit these bands, and I was 
always very well received and well treated. Tliey are among the 
most religious people in Tibet. Tliey pray before they go to rob a 
caravan, and they always give a part of what they win to the 
monasteries. 

Some of them arc Buddhist, some are Bon, followers of the old 
religion that was in Tibet before the Buddha sent Chenresig to us. 
Others believe only in the Gods and spirits of the mountains. But 
they all believe in something, and they arc good people. If you trust 
them they will do anything for you. I’hcrc arc others, mostly thieves 
who have been driven from cities like Lhasa, w'ho live by attacking 
caravans on the India road, lliey kill. They have no Gods, and they 
arc bad people. They are Kunma. Yet c\cn they arc not w'ithout 
religion. 

Tlie real brigands build .shrines to their Gods near mountains or 
hills wdicrc the spirits arc thought to live. 1 have seen some of these, 
made of w'ood like small houses without roofs. Inside they put spears 
and guns and lots of pra\cr flags. Mach person put** in a prayer flag, 
colored according to the year in w'hich he was born. Each year is 
named after one of the si.x elements, and each clement has its own 
color. Traveling through the nioimtains \ou see these shrines with 
bright-colored pra\er flags flying, and if \ou want, j'ou too can make 
an offering of a prayer flag and some w'capon to it. But if you put in a 
real gun you must first break it oi damage it in some way so that it 
can never be used, 'llic spears arc usually just wood or else broken 
so the}' cannot be usc’d. Once a ycai the brigands have a special 
festival at their .shrines if they aic not too far from thcii homes. 
Eventually they visit c\'cn the remotest shrines, one by one, to pray. 

A brother of my teacher, who came from a family of nomads, 
once got to know' some brigands. 5 lien he joined their band, and 
accidentally killed someone in a fight. Being honest he told everyone 
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w/ia/- he had done, and had all his wealfh taken aW3y froill him. Hc 
came to our monastery, entered as a layman and gave his services to 
help atone for his crime. There was no need for him to do it, but 
he wanted to. 

At the monastery we often had brigands come to us and confess 
to such accidental killings. Others came to confess that they had been 
hunting and living off the meat of wild animals. They usually gave 
us their weapons and vowed never to take life again and promised 
to try and make up for what they had done by prayer. None of these 
were really bad people for they all belie ed. 

Sometimes they are so religious that they make the pilgrimage all 
the way from Kumbum, where my monastery was, to Lhasa, measur- 
ing their length on the ground for the thousand or more miles it is. 
They prostrate themselves full length, with arms outstretched. Then 
they stand up again, but on the spot touched by their hands. Some do 
not even stretch their arms out, but measure their length by touch- 
ing the ground with their foreheads. Pilgrims come to Lhasa this way 
even from Outer Mongolia and Siberia. It is called Kyangchag and 
considered a very holy thing to do, but it is also considered very 
healthy. It is very popular in the fourth month, for that is the month 
of the Buddha's birth, and any actions in that month, good or bad, 
will bring rewards a thousandfold. When I was at Kumbum I used 
to like to measure my length all the way around the monastery during 
the fourth month. It was not very far, about four or five miles, and 
I would do it early in the morning, and again in the evening. At 
first it is terribly painful to the knees and arms, but the exercise gives 
you a good appetite, and you sleep better than at any other time. It 
is good for the body and good for the mind. While we are doing this, 
or while on any pilgrimage, we think. In a monastery service it is easy 
just to chant and to get into the habit of chanting without thinking. 
But slowly measuring your length over a long distance, lying down 
and standing up, gives you a chance to do nothing else but think 
about your beliefs, and that is good. To chant or say prayers without 
thinking is not bad— at least it keeps harmful thoughts away— but it 
is best to use one's mind to think of good things. 
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Many people outside Tibet think we are strange because we are 
religious. They think it strange that a farmer or a wandering cattle 
herder should be religions and wrong that a brigand should be 
religious. Yet these people have as much right to religion as anyone 
else. Few people are all good or all bad, but the more bad deeds a 
person has behind him, the more he needs religious belief, hbr us 
religion is nothing strange or fanciful: it gives us a very real plca'^ure, 
as well as helping us to live in peace with each other. Without it we 
would be uphappy, and wc would fall into quarreling and fighting, 
lying and stealing. Our lives would be poisoned. 

If we believe, as many do, in spirits and Gods around us, it is 
because it helps to explain things. Wc do not fall into the belief that 
they will do everything for us, that they aie our servants. On the 
contrary, such beliefs help us to live our lives well. Many people tell 
stories of magical happenings in Tibet as though they weie everyday 
happenings. We too hear such stories—of people who can raise 
themselves into the air, or make themselves invisible, or move them- 
selves instantly from one part of the country to another. T here are 
stories of men who fly in man-made kites high above the peaks, of 
others who can leave their bodies at will yet still appear to others far 
away, and talk to them. Tlicrc arc stories of men who live for hun- 
dreds of years, of others who can sec into the most distant future. 

These things are common talk in Tibet, and we wonder at them 
as much as any. I myself, even though 1 was chosen by the oracles as 
an Incarnation, have never seen any of these things; I cannot sec 
into the future or even i. o tlie past. But I do not disbelieve them 
I ha\c seen enough to make me understand that there are many 
things about ourselves that wc d*^ not know and many powers that 
lie hidden through ignorance or lac k of proper teaching and training. 
Those of us who have gone through the long and difficult training 
for the priestood all know of hidden powers, powers that may some- 
day come to us. We are constantly warned not to seek them, nor to 
expect to find them in others. If they come, it is merely part of the 
growth of the whole being— physic il mental and spiritual. They are 
only to be used for furthering that giowth toward ultimate cnlight- 
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cnment when ours shall be the greatest power of all, the power to 
release ourselves from the chain of rebirth. Until then we have no 
right to use such powers as we acquire for any other purpose. 

They are most certainly not to be used as mere displays, nor 
for selfish ends, nor even to help others. Until we achieve perfect 
enlightenment we lack perfect wisdom, and lacking perfect wisdom 
we might, in seeking to help others through our power, interfere 
with their Lei (normal course of lifcj and do them harm. There are 
some sects that deliberately cultivate these powers, but only for 
religious purposes. TTiey are not revcaied to the uninitiated, and 
anyone who breaks the vows of secrecy is subject to terrible retribution 
and possibly to punishment. 

I suppose that we would all like to see a miracle, and hearing 
so much about them, many of us— paiticularly the simple country 
folk— arc drawn to anyone claiming such powers. In all the towns and 
at all the festivals and in all the markets you will find magicians per- 
forming their tricks and soothsayers selling their services to any will- 
ing to j)ay. But even they, with all their trickery, do no conscious 
harm. 7Tie fortunes they tell aie so \'aguc that they arc not likely to 
make anyone act in a way he would not have acted otherwise. People 
who have had their fortunes told mciely go away with less money 
in their pocket but somehow feeling more confident about the 
future. Perhaps these people, whom some call charlatans, are really 
doing good, despite all their trickery. 

Tliere arc some, however, who sell their sersices to do harm. 
They claim to have supernatural powers that can reach out and 
strike people with sickness, even death. 'Plicse sorcerers arc truly evil 
people, for their thought is evil. 

Tlierc arc stories about strange tribes living in Tibet. Some are 
said to be giants and ruffians who kill and steal and take women. 
Others arc said to be a people in the cast who dig gold from the 
ground and become wonderfully rich. In the south arc said to be 
the Loba, who live on human flesh. These arc all travelers' stories. 
Mountain people are big and fierce looking, and brigands arc a real 
threat to wealthy caravans, but they ncxer harm people unless they 
are forced to fight— in fact some of them prefer not to fight at all, 
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and will take tribute, given voluntarily, in return for safe passage 
through their country. And they certainly never take women. Even 
Kunma, the thieves, will not do that. We li\'e an open life in Tibet, 
in the countiyside, and there is no need for such things. 

In the east there is a place where there is gold, and the people 
there scratch a little of it from the surface. But they do not dig and 
burrow for it, because thc\ believe this would anger the Gods. They 
prefer to remain poor. 

Tlic southern tribes, particularly along the Assam and Burma 
borders, are very different. 'Fhey arc not really Tibetans, and they arc 
not Buddhists. They go naked and hunt animals in their forests with 
’•ows and arrows. Stories were told by travcleis very long ago that 
these southern tribes would kill any young person who was fat and 
healthy and had a nice complexion, and then eat him In Tibet we 
know nothing of such stoiies, but we do think of some scHithcrn 
people, particularly the Eoba, as wild. E\'cr\ Monkey Year (that is, 
c\'ery twelfth year) many 'ribctans go on pilgrimage there and bring 
presents and inonev so that the Loba will not harm them. But I 
ha\ c never heard, except in our old legends of the days before Bud- 
dhism, of their being people who ate human flesh. 

We ha\c many different kinds of people in Tibet; mountain 
people and valley people, people who farm the land and others who 
wander ihiough the mountains with their herds of cattle. Tlie cus- 
toms are different, too, from one part of the country to the other. 
Ii: the north the Mongolian customs arc practiced. In the east, 
where I was born, there arc many things that arc Chinese. Oui 
religion is also influenced, containing many Gods in common with 
the Gods of the Hindus, and it i divided into many sects. There 
are even those who still practice the ancient religion of the Bon. 
But we think of ourseixes as one people, a people who love our 
country, and who believe that no matter what disaster strikes we 
will be saved in the end by our protector, Chenresig. All we have 
to do is to try and follow the way of life taught by the Buddha. 




CHAPTER TWO 


A Veasant Childhood 



One treasure, and one alone. 

Can no robbers steal. 

One iieasure, and one alone. 

Can one take iluoii^h the doors of 
death. 

The uise mans wealth Im in good deeds 
That follow e\er aftei him. , . , 

All perfections, even that of Ihiddhahood, 
Aic bv this iieasure wini. 

So great their power, so rieh their fruit, 
(lOod deeds aw done b\ all with 
reasoning mind, 

- } KOM Kuddaka Paiha 



Xhk people of Tibet, even today, can 
be best understood through an understanding of their past, but be- 
fore we look back into the remote past, something should be said 
of the material side of life in modern Tibet because that too has 
been the subject of much misunderstanding. 

Briefly, there are four main ways of life m Tibet; tlicrc arc the 
valley farmers and the mountain nomads, and there are the traders 
whose caravans endlessly ply back and forth, supplying such needs as 
the people cannot siipplv for themselves, 'nien tlicrc is the monk- 
hood, the vast body of those who have taken holy sows, a body to 
\shich «ilmost e\'cry fainih contributes at Ica'^t one member. The 
monkhood is organized into a hierarchy from which springs the 
go\ eminent of the country. 'Hie government is not confined to the 
religious order, howc\’er; it is divided equally between priests and 
lawmen. The lay members of the government form a fifth division 
of the population, the nobility. It is a small group, its members are 
often, but by no means alwavs, wealthy. It must not be confused 
with the kind of heredi^^arv nobilitv known in Europe, for although 
a 7’ibctan noble is accorded icspcct it is not because of his birth but 
rather because of the responsibilities he shoulders. Anyone can be- 
come a noble by entering goverj .nent service* and acquiring an offi- 
cial position. Frequently it is the sons of tliosc already in office who 
enter service, but not necessarily. The nobility, then, is not strictly 
a hcreditarv elas’^. Children who do not enter government service 
may eventually return to the land as firmer.^, losing their noble 
status. NTany stay on in Lhasa, either in the hope of appointment 
or simply because thev enjoy the ' V there. It has an elegance and 
an air of leisure and case that might seem attractive to some, but it 
is not a way of life that the majority of Tibetans would envy. 'The 
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nobles who are conscientious in their duty are hard worked, they 
have heavy responsibilities and little freedom. They arc always at 
the beck and call of the central government, whether it is in session 
or not. Authority in itself is nothing the rest of us would desire; 
even the job of being a village headman is not coveted, for it 
brings worry, distress and little reward. The only real privilege a 
noble or a village headman has, by virtue of his position, is the satis- 
faction of doing a particularly difficult job. 

There are always, of course, those who abuse their position, who 
use it to accumulate material wealth or to wield personal power. 
These are some of the temptations that come with nobility, and 
they are among the reasons why the rest of us have so little envy 
for this class of people. It is not that we have no use for wealth; 
on the contrary, it would be a strange TTbctan who did not enjoy 
haggling in a market place and getting a good bargain. But we 
haggle and bargain for the necessities of life, not for the luxuries, 
so our li\cs arc that much more secure. Wc do not live in poverty, 
our homes contain the comforts wc need, and we find it no hardship 
to do without those things wc do not need. It is important to realize 
how little wc care for the life of the nobility, for it is often alleged 
that we are abused by them. TTie only people thc} can abuse arc 
themselves. Tlie rest of u.«^ are content to leave the problems of 
politics and economics to those whose jobs they arc, being thankful 
the}^ are not ours. And it is often said that tlie most contented nobles 
arc those who have given most of Ihcir wealth away and retired from 
the affairs of state. 

Coming from a peasant family, I should start by saying some- 
thing about those who live by working the fields. My family comes 
from Amdo, an eastern district that fell, in the old days, under the 
jurisdiction of the Chinese government. But geographical boundaries 
mean little, and we never thought of ourselves as anything but 
Tibetan, owing all allegiance to the Gyalwa Rinpoche (Dalai Lama), 
our political and religious ruler. Our houses were a little different— 
mainly in that we sometimes had one room in which there was a 
heated platform on which people could sleep. Elsewhere in Tibet, 
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despite the cold, the houses are heated by small copper braziers that 
can be carried about, filled with glowing charcoal. My family was 
poor and Tengtser, the small village in which we lived, was equally 
poor, with a dozen or so houses like ours. The only time our home 
saw any wealth was after I had been recognized as the incarnation 
of the ancient and highly revered monk Tagtser and was about to 
be sent to Kumbum Monastery for entry into the monkhood to 
occupy the seat of Tagtser there. ITie Tagtser Labrang, as the liv- 
ing was called, had accumulated great riches over the ages, given 
by pilgrims and wealthy patrons. It used these riches to support four 
monasteries, including its own monastic seat within the huge mo- 
nastic city of Kumbum. Those monasteries in turn worked for the 
good of their neighborhoods— teaching, lending out land and money 
to farmers, supplving grain in times when the harvest was poor, 
and, of course, fulfilling all manner of religious duties. I spent some 
months as a young child at one of these monasteries, and it was 
from there that I had to make my way to Kumbum for my en- 
thronement as Tagtser Trillkiiy the reincarnation of Tagtser. The 
way led through the little village where my parents still lived, and 
although I was only some eight years old. the whole village turned 
out to greet me and the escort that was bringing me to my new 
home. I was to spend three days in Tengtser with my parents be- 
fore continuing the journey, so the Tagtser Labrang sent them as a 
gift a number of beautiful carpets and hangings, as well as food 
and money, so that thev could provide hospitalit\- not only for me 
and the score of monks who accompanied me but also for the 
whole village. 

Some years later, when my ' viungest brother was recognized as 
the incarnation of the Gyalwa Rinpoche, my entire family had to 
leave their humble home and move to Lhasa, where they were pro- 
vided with w'ealth far beyond their dreams to enable them to live fit- 
tingly in their new station. But I have in many ways regretted having 
had to leave that simple life of ours in Tengtser. It was poor, but 
never without warmth and comfoi.. There was always enough food, 
and on festival days my mother never failed to find ways of cooking 
up special delicacies for us and for any visitors who might come. 
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Not did we ever refuse hospitality to travelers. Poor as we were, 
we all had our fine clothes, carefully kept in the huge wooden 
cupboards in our best room, for special occasions. Above all we 
had very real wealth in the companionship that extended beyond 
our own family, uniting all the families of Tengtser and giving us 
the assurance of a warm welcome in other villages where we had 
relatives. We had no more than three or four cows to send out 
daily to join the village herd, and our little strips of land were 
smaller than most and required long and hard work since we could 
not afford to pay for much help— but it never struck us for a mo- 
ment that we were living in poverW Wc were only conscious of 
our happiness as a famih and as a village. 

My earliest recollections and fondest memories show how close 
our religion was to us, even as tiny children. One of the favorite 
spots to phy used to be around the household shrine that stood in 
the main courtyard. It was a clay tower containing various sacred 
images, and it was the center of certain rites concerning the protec- 
tion of the home. It was equally the center of attraction for my 
friends and me, and there was no place to play that wc liked better. 
Tliis is not to say wc were particularly consciou.. of its religious 
significance— we were simply aware that somehow this was a warm, 
safe and friendly place. In fact man} of my childhood associations 
with religion w^crc far from religious. Even the family shrine inside 
our house was not safe from my prying eyes, and I once tried to 
roast a potato over the sacred butter lamp. 

Like many children I used to dream of running away. But my 
idea of excitement, shared with many of my fellows, was to pretend 
that I was running aw'ay to a monastery to become a monk. Once 
I actually did run away. I rolled up a few of my old belongings in 
my rope, and with this bundle ovci my shoulder I escaped through 
a hole in the w^all. 1 was about six years old, and I ran as hard as 
I could to a little path that led to the nearby monastery. I followed 
it, but then it divided; not only did I not know which path to take, 
but also I didn't know how to get back. Mv mother knew where 
to find me, and she soon came to bring me home. Later I was 
told I was the reincarnation of Tagtscr. My parents had known 
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for some years, but it had been kept a secret from me. Then the 
monks came to tell me, bringing all sorts of gifts, and there was no 
more need for me to run away. 

My mother is in nearly all my childhood memories, I suppose 
because she and my sister were the ones who always had to look 
after me. My father was busy working and I saw much less of him. 
In a Tibetan household the women are all important. I remember 
that it was my mother who tended the family shrines. At first light 
she went up onto the flat roof of our house taking some charcoal 
or yak-dung fire with her, and when I was old enough I would go 
too. There she lit a little fire and made offerings of eedar or juniper 
wood, and of a little food such as tsampa flour, dried fruits and 
butter. Every house in the village did the same thing, and it is 
done all over Tibet each morning as the sun strikes the snowy 
peaks of the mountains. From every roof a wavering wisp of smoke 
rises up to the sky, and the air is filled with sweet smells and the 
sound of prayers. 

When that was done we went down into the house, and there 
my mother lit the butter lamp and put it on the altar, where it 
burned all day. Tlie whole family eame together there to say prayers, 
morning and evening. 

I was too young to be able to help my father in the fields— a 
boy must be ten years old anyway before he can be of real me, 
and in any case parents like to see their children playing. I had 
many friends in the village, but most of all I liked playing with 
my sister. My very earliest memories are like dreams, and I can see 
myself being bundled up in woolen blankets by my mother and 
put in a eorner of the house w .cre I could not get into trouble 
while she worked. ITie first reai memor) I have is of a day in 
the autumn when all the colors in the fields and on the sides of 
the mountains w'cre changing. My sister and I went into the fields 
to play almost every day because the straw that had been cut was 
piled up and we had made a little house by burrowing into the 
pile and making little rooms. Into -.ne room we had brought some 
flat stones, making a table. Other smaller stones we used as dishes. 
This particular day, as usual, we brought a few grains of barley and 
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some peas, and we pretended we were having our meal. But as winter 
was approaching it was cold even inside our straw house so we lit 
a fire to keep us warm. Of course the whole pile of straw was soon 
alight, and our parents came running to beat it out with sticks 
and blankets. We were more frightened at the beating we would get 
than at the danger, but everyone was too busy putting the fire out 
to do more than shout at us. Wc were never allowed to play in 
the straw again and it was the last house we made together. 

Wc used to go for walks togethc* too, up into the foothills 
that lay around Tengtser. In the summer the hills were full of 
berries, and we filled baskets with these and brought them home for 
our family; it made our parents happy to see that we wanted to 
help, and the wild fruits were a welcome addition to our meals. 
We were often joined by other children, and wc played as we 
gathered. I was about three or four years old when on such an ex- 
pedition I produced a candy I had brought with me. Another boy, 
about the same age, wanted to eat it too, but I would not give it 
to him. We played together, and in the middle of playing he sud- 
denly bit me in the face. I did not give him the candy, even then, 
but I cried loudly and my mothei's sister who was with us had to 
pick me up and carry me, Tliat is one of the unhappy things I 
remember. 

Our family had a number of relatives also living in Tengtser, 
and like many Tibetan villages people thought of themselves as 
related even if they were not. TTie Tibetan village is spread out 
among the fields and meadows Each house has a stone wall around 
it, with a gate leading into an inner courtyard. Inside these court- 
yards the great black mastiffs are allowed to roam at night. Some 
houses are all by themselves, but mostly they cluster together, per- 
haps three or four of them separated from the next cluster by 
open country. In Tengtser our own family cluster was the largest, 
having seven or eight houses in it. A number of the men were 
called ‘"brother” by my father, but they really were not. Their 
mothers I called “Grandmother.” One was blind, and whenever I 
went to see her she let her hands feel all over my face as she talked 
to me. Another “grandmother,” who lived next door, sometimes 
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used to fight with her son's wife, and that used to give me bad 
dreams. But one in particular I liked to visit. She was very old, 
and she sometimes looked after my sister and myself when my 
mother was busy. She always carried her beads in her hand and 
when she was doing nothing else she would murmur invocations 
to the Gods. Many Tibetans do this. 1 liked to play with her and 
try to take her beads away from her. Then she would put them in 
a bag and I would try to take the bag. She was old, and very kind 
to us. 

We were quite free to go and play with other children, and 
we came and went as we liked. But mostly we played in the court- 
yards and not inside the houses themselves. Tlic New Year season 
was the time for making more formal \isits, and then every day wc 
visited three or four houses. Sometimes we went with our parents, 
sometimes my sister and I went alone, on some excuse, knowing 
that we would be given candy and perhaps a few pennies. Some- 
times wc were given lare treats like dried fruit, and we were never 
expected to be polite and stay. As soon as wc were given our candy 
we usually ran off to the next house. 

\^isits to other villages wc never made on our own; for one 
thing there were a lot of wolves about in the country and they 
would be quite likely to attack children. But sometimes my parents 
would be invited to visit friends or relatives in other villages, and 
then the whole family would go While the grown-ups were eating 
or drinking homemade wine, the children would play. But I did 
not particularly like these visits; other villages did not seem as 
friendly as ours— everything was strange and even the children we 
did not know. 

'llicre was a little monastery about ten or eleven miles from 
Tengtser, and we children always looked forward to a visit there. 
On festival days the whole village went, in groups of two or three 
families, bringing butter lamps to light and offerings to make. We 
liked it because it seemed such a friendly place, and it was so full 
of interesting things. 

Sometimes a priest came to our house to say prayers for us. 
Then he would wash my sister and me with holy water, to remove 
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all the bad things in us. My father used to like to invite him to 
stay for several days so that he could read from the religious books 
to us and do honor to our ancestors. But we were not expected 
to sit and listen to it all, and nobody minded if we ran out to play. 

Small as we were, we liked to help, and our mother gave us 
a number of jobs of our own. One was to take any food that was 
left over and mix it in a small bucket with some meat and bread 
then take it out to our watchdog. We also used to feed the pigs, 
and when a sow gave birth we had to look after all the piglets to 
make sure they did not wander away too far. They were always 
kept in the courtyard, just near the gate, where there was a shelter 
for the animals. 

My sister used to help with the cooking and made sure the 
stove was always fed with fuel. Sometimes wc used yak dung, horse 
and sheep dung being used mainly in the fields, but we also had 
plenty of wood. It was not large wood, for wc used to get it from 
the bushes that covered the hills nearby, but it was good fuel and 
we never were without warmth. 

Since I left home when I w'as eight to become a monk, I was 
never able to go and work with my father in the fields. My parents 
contributed to the hire of the village shepherd so there was not 
even that work for me to do. As a matter of fact I was strictly 
forbidden to go uj) into the hills where the sheep and cattle were 
grazing, but it was one of the things I liked doing best as I grew 
older. If my fathci was away I w^ould run off and join the shepherd 
and go with him way up the mountainside. Other children did the 
same thing and wc spent wonderful days playing witli each other, 
or by ourselves, and best of all listening to the shepherd tell stories. 
Wc all used to steal some food from our homes, some potatoes, 
dry bread and some cheese, put it in string bags and tie the bags 
to our waists. '^Tliis way our hands were free. We stayed out all 
day, returning only when the shepherd brought the flocks back at 
dusk. Then we generally had to face a beating, but it seemed 
worth it. 

I had no younger brother to play with at that time. One was 
born a year or two after my own birth, but he did not live long. 
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My mother cried a little, but we try not to ciy on such occasions, 
and if we do, then wc try to hide it. I remember being very 
worried and giving my mother what comfort I could, telling her 
that we should take my young brother to a nice place and bury 
him properly. 

My father would have been badly off for help had he remained 
a farmer. At eight I joined my monastery, the next son had already 
died, the third was, like myself, chosen for the priesthood, and the 
fourth was to become the Gyalwa Rinpochc. Our family could not 
afford much in the way of outside help. My mothci and sister did 
all the work in the house, and for most of the year my father 
'\orkcd the fields alone. In springtime he might hire a man to help 
him with the plowing and sowing, and when it was time for weed- 
ing everyone had to hire help or help each other That was a busy 
time. And again he hired help when it was time to get the harvest 
in. We children were really too small to be of much help for the 
work was hard, but even so wc did what wc coufd, and neighbors 
always came to help each other. Oui fields were all mixed up, be- 
cause no one person had all his fields in the same place. It had 
always been the custom to divide the land, grading it from good 
to poor, each family taking a share of the poor land as well as the 
good. Our nearest field was only three minutes awa\’ from our 
house, but we had three other fields to look after, iioith and cast 
of the river, and traveling back and forth looking after all these 
fields made the work even harder. 

In a case like ours the land is usually all left to the eldest son, 
in the hope that brothers will stay together and keep what little 
land there is intact. But parents al\>ays watch their sons and daugh- 
teis-in-law carefully to see how they get on with each other, and 
if they foresee trouble they divide the land before tlieir death. 
When land is divided it is a sad occasion because it means that a 
family is divided; even brothers no longer have the same obligations 
toward each other. If in this way anyone finds that he has not 
enough land to support his needs, h ‘ can always get a grant of land 
from a nearby monastery, and many people live by farming mon- 
astery land. Monasteries also provide seed when it is needed. In 
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return they take a small percentage of the crops, and even on cash 
loans the rate of interest is only about two percent. 

When all the work of the harvest was done, my father used 
to set off on journeys to nearby markets or trading centers, taking 
donkeys laden with goods for exchange. Others from the village 
often joined him, and they made up quite a caravan in this way. 
They brought grain and wool and cloth woven by themselves and 
their wives. At the markets they bartered their grain and wool for 
trade goods, returning home after two t.r three days. It was always 
good to hear my father's voice calling out as he rode back through 
the gate into the courtyard. 

Sometimes traders came to our village bringing their goods 
with them, and tlien it was like having a market of our own. Dif- 
ferent traders made friends with different families, and each year 
when thc} came they would stay with that family, usually for se\'eral 
days, while they traded their goods. When they came to our house 
all their goods were laid out in a room, and the door was locked. 
I used to try all sorts of ways to get in, but it was impossible. '^FIic 
best I could do was to make a little tear in the cloth that cov^ered 
the small window panels, and stare inside at all the treasures laid 
out there. 

\Mien the fruit traders came m) sister and I were more lucky, 
llicse people used to take all the fruit from their bags and baskets 
and lay it out on the floor for inspection, and we usually managed 
to sneak a few small apples away without being noticed. But whether 
there was anything wc could steal or not, wc always enjoyed visits 
from outside. Not all were traders— many were eraftsmen sueh as 
tailors and shoemakers, who traveled around on a regular circuit, 
year after year, from \’illage to village. Even from tliem, w^c chil- 
dren could expect little gifts. From one end of the year to the next 
our lives were full of variety and interest. Although 1 only spent the 
first eight years of my childliood in that little farming village, it is 
plain from everything that I remember, apart from all that I have 
seen since, that for the adults, too, life was good. 

Some of our customs seem strange to other people. Many 
families arc made up of a number of brothers all of whom have the 
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same wife. Some say that this is because in such regions there are 
more men than women, but whatever the reason it seems to work 
out extremely well, and it has the great advantage of keeping all 
the land together. To some people it also seems strange that parents 
often arrange marriages for their children. But it is seldom that chil- 
dren are married against their wishes, and the wise guidance of older 
people often results in a happier marriage than when the youthful 
heart follows its desires. 'Fhere could scarcely have been a happier 
family than ours, yet the marriage between my mother and father 
was arranged by their parents. 

Most strange of all, 1 suppose, arc our funeral customs. Poor 
people arc often just put into rivers. Others have their bodies car- 
ried to mountain tops, to be cut up there, the flesh laid out in strips 
on a rocky ledge, and the bones pulverized, for the birds to eat. 
Others are cremated. Only the bodies of lamas, great teachers, are 
kept intact, or their ashes arc sealed in urns and set into funerary 
monuments. 'Hie general idea behind all these practices is that even 
ill death the bod)' can be of use to our fellow creatures— animals, 
birds or fish. It only .seems an unplca.sant idea to those who think 
that somehow the body can continue to have an existence of its 
own after life has departed. Great teachers are ('xempted from these 
piacticcs because it is believed that their relics can serve a better 
jnirpose by becoming enshrined as a reminder to future pilgrims 
of their teachings. 

For us the human lv>dy is a wonderful gift, so long as it is 
inhabited by life. But once that life departs, the body has no fur- 
ther use, except bv making of itself a final gift to other forms of 
life. 




CHAPTER THREE 


JVlounlain J^omads 


He who feels shame where there is no cause, 
He who is shameless in the face of shame. 
Both are condemned by their falsity. 

He who ts afraid where there is no danger, 
He who, in the midst of peril, ignores it. 
Both are cast from The Way by falsity 

He who considers a good thing per\<erse. 
He who considers a perversclhing good- 
Both are lost through the falseness of 
their vision. 



—FROM Dhammapada 




F 

l-Jvi'N a laigc monastery like Kumbnin 
depends for mueh of its support on tlic mountain nomads. Isvery 
year there is a festival, for instance, dniing wliieli large towers arc 
made from butter, fashioned into all manner of shapes, and gaily 
df'eorated. As a young monk at Knmhum. when I was around fifteen 
or sixteen, I used to he sent out to the mountains to collect con- 
tributions from the nomads to help pay for this fcsti’ al. B\’ that 
time I had been studying hard for sesen or eight years, and 1 knew 
many of the scriptures by heart. 1 was always made welcome by 
the nomads because I would be able to sav prasers,' make sacrifices 
for them and recite the seiipturt's. 1 went from group to group, often 
answering calls when there wns any sickness. 

I alter on I visited the nomads during winter, but these visits 
from Kumbum were made dining the summer, and I used to stay 
away for about six months, 'bheir countrv is a high plateau, about 
ten thousand feet, with mountains rising still higher. It is an open 
country, with few trees, swept bv poweifiil winds. In winter though, 
the winds have their use, for they blow the snow away and leave 
patches on the hillsides wncre the herds can get a little grazing. 
Only nomads live up in these mountains, and there is no farming 
until you get down into the lower t •untry, such as my own Amdo 
jnovince, which is about seven thousand feet high. To the west 
there are a few scattered groups of Mongolian farmers. 

I used to go from Kumbum by horse, a small caravan of donkeys 
or mules carrying my tent and provisions If I was only going to 
stay a short time with any one group, I would not bother to un- 
pack my tent but would stay with tl/'i'i Tlierc was always a genu- 
ine and friendly welcome, and some groups I came to know so well 
that they treated me as though I were one of their own family. 

63 
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They used to send out to meet me and help bring me to their 
camp. Some groups consisted of only two or three families, and the 
largest was never larger than twenty families. Each family, which 
might be made up of several brothers and their wives and children, 
had one main tent made of yak hair, which they weave into a heavy 
course material. If children marry, they sometimes put up an extra 
tent. Tlie tent is used for living, not merely for sleeping, and all 
camp life revolves around it. In any one group the individual family 
camps were never much closer than a mt’e apart, just close enough 
so that a really loud shout could be heard from one camp to the 
next. In this way the herds did not get mixed up, and there was 
enough grazing for all in the hills around. Tlie grass was never 
plentiful so most nomadic groups had only about ten families. 

'File tents arc four-sided, with sloping roofs, and there is usually 
only one entrance. For a large family a tent might be thirty feet 
long and about fifteen feet wide, and the property' of the entire 
camp will be kept inside. During the summer a wealthy family 
might put up a cotton tent, really just a four-sided screen without 
a roof, for entertaining \'isitors; but the yak-hair tent is the real 
center of family life. 

At the entrance a fire pit is dug, and over this a stove is built 
to hold two or three large cooking pots. Close by is a box contain- 
ing the barley flour we call tsampa on one side, with cheese and 
butter on the other so that when tea is made, the butter and tsampa 
are ready to serve with it. Four or five feet away is a low table, 
twch'C inches high, and around this the family sit on sheepskins 
for their meals. Betw'een the stove and the table is an open space 
where people just sit and talk. All around the walls are wooden 
chests and yakskin bags containing personal belongings and food 
stores. Wealthy nomads like to keep grain stored in bags so many 
generations old that they become quite black. ITiis is just for show, 
a way of pro\'ing they have so much food that the}’ never need 
touch these rcser\ cs. 

Saddles and swords are hung from the roof poles on one side 
of the tent, while on the other is kept all the kitchen equipment, 
including the tall wooden cylinders used for churning up the tea 
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and butter. Sometimes a curtain is hung lierc to screen this part 
off. At the far end is the family altar with the images of Buddha 
and the famih butter lamps, and just beside it a clicst made of 
wood and decorated with wrought silver in which jew'cliy and other 
valuables arc kept. Facii poorer families have some fine pieces like 
this to show off, and every woman has gold and silver jcwclr\' to 
wear on special occasions. The tent is kept warm by the stove, and 
there is sometimes a charcoal brazier. 'Dicic is always a special little 
brazier on which herbs aic burned to make the air swx*ct and clean. 

At night th(‘ only light is the dim and flickering light given bv 
the butter lamps. The altar lamps are kept burning day and night; 
tlu cotton or cloth wicks hanging from their runs arc trimmed by 
the women. If guests come an extia butter lamp might be set on 
the table in their honor. In the wintei jicople sometimes sleep in- 
side the tent, partieiiL*rly if they arc old, but in the sumnuf, ''vhen 
I used to \isit the nomads, we all slept outside, on sheepskins, 
with a rough yak hair blanket to cover each of us.^lf it w'as cold 
we pulled the blankets right ovxt our heads, and lying so that our 
feet were all together helped ke(’p iis w.irm. If the feet are cold the 
rest of the body will be cold. 

In the morning, before dawn, the young men get up and milk 
the yaks. Then the women stoke up the fires and prepare a brew 
of boiling hot butter tea. By then cvervone is awake and up— except 
the children, who are usually the last to awaken. When everyone 
is up, file is taken from the tent and placed on a kind of altar, a 
pile of stones about four fee high, just outside. d\ampa and butter 
and perhaps a few diicd fruits aie put into the flames, with ihodo- 
dendron leaves and juniper wood. . this is done everyone chants 
invocations to the Konc/rog Sum, tlu “'Ihrce Precious (?ncs''— 

Sang^yela Kyahsu Cnio 1 seek refuge in the Buddha; 

Chola Kyahsu Chio 1 seek refuge in t-he Tcaciiings; 

Gcdunla Kyahsu Chio I seek refuge iii ihe Monk- 

hoe 1 


We always start, however, with an additional invocation— 
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Lamala Kyabsu Ohio I seek refuge in the Teacher 

of Religion— 

because no aspirant can reach the Konchog Sum without the guid- 
ance of a teacher. 

We Buddhists believe this is the basic law for all laymen. If 
they honor the Buddha, believe his word, and heed the monkhood, 
they will find release. Release must be found in all three; it cannot 
be found in the one without the other. 

One of the old people takes a ladle of butter tea and sprinkles 
it into the air, calling on the Buddha and Changchub Sempa, nam- 
ing their protective deities, and finally the mountain gods and 
goddesses. Tlicn the last of the tea is thrown to the sky and every- 
one gives a loud shout that can be heard from many camps away. 
In this way they offer the first food of the day to their beliefs and 
to their Gods. Kven when this is over many of them go on chanting 
prayers, sometimes all day long, simplv because it makes them feel 
good, not because they have to. 

When the morning sacrifices are over everyone gathers in the 
main tent for breakfast. The whole camp comes together at meal 
times, cluldren, parents and grandparents. All think of themselves as 
one family. Those who arc going tc» take the herds up into the 
mountain pastures usually fill their l)owls with tea, put some tsampa 
or cheese in it, and walk around outside getting leady, drinking 
their tea as thc} work, letting the yaks loose and coiling up the 
ropes. 'Isampa is often scarce, but thcic is always dried cheese or 
yogurt, and perhaps some meat, to take with the tea at breakfast. 
From every camp \ou hear thc great shout as the sacrifice is made, 
and soon afterward you can sec thc yaks and sheep slowly w^andcr- 
ing off to graze. Each camp grazes its flocks and herds separately, 
though if one family is very small it may join up with another to 
share common pasture and for protection. 

Women and small children stay behind in thc camp, with 
newborn calves and lambs, and dogs to help guard them. "Hie men 
take turns staying behind to keep w^atch over the camp during thc 
day. There is always plenty to keep everyone busy, particularly 
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Spinning and weaving, and making felt. Feltmaking is hard work. 
An old piece of felt is taken and on top of it wool is laid, the 
amount depending on how thick you want to make the new blanket. 
Some blankets are a good twelve feet square and over half an inch 
thick. W^ater is sprinkh d over the wool, and then the whole bundle 
is rolled up, tied loosely and beaten. Men and women join each 
other at the work, beating with sticks, stones, even with their hands. 
After each beating the bundle is folded and tied up a little tighter. 
After about three hours it is unrolled and pulled and stretched into 
whatever shape is needed. All the time they are doing this, instead 
of talking to each other the workers chant prayers and verses from 
tin' scriptures. 

Small babies are always carried by their mothers, wrapped in a 
small piece of felt. But when they grow up i little the\ are put in 
yak-hide bags, on a little bed of yak-dung aslies. llie babies are 
kept clean and comfortable by changing the ashes \s soon as they 
can crawl they begin to play with the other chihlren, who help 
look after them and keep them out of trouble. All children up to 
four or five years old go completely naked in the summer, no matter 
how cold it is. 'Fhcy have no toys of any kind, but they play with 
stones and different kinds of grass and pretend thev arc adults. 'Ihcy 
also collect sheep dung and play with that, throwing some into the 
air and trying to pick up more from the ground in time to catch 
the first lot. They have the animals to play with, the cahes and 
lambs that stay behind in the camp, and the large mastiffs. Those 
dogs will let anyone from i*jeir famih play with them, but nobody 
else can even come near without being attacked. Like all children 
these nomad children love to listen o stories— usually stories about 
the wild men who live in the moun tains and eat berries and fruits 
but are always on the lookout for children to catch and cat if they 
can. There are lots of stories like this, all over Tibet, but I have 
never met anyone who believed that such people existed, and I 
never heard the wo^d "‘yeti” (the Abominable Snowman) until I 
left 'Libet; it is a Nepalese word. I us these arc just children's 
stories. 

There are real dangers in the mountains, though, and it is good 
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that stories of this kind frighten the children enough to make them 
careful. There are wolves and bears, and every nomad, man or 
woman, always has with him a special sling hung from the sash 
tied at the waist. The sling is made of yak hair and has a felt 
pocket in the middle. At one end there is a hole for a finger or 
thumb, and at the other end there are a number of loose yak hairs. 
You put a stone in the felt pocket, hold the loose end between 
your thumb and fingers, and swing it around your head. When you 
let go, the stone flies out, and the loost yak hairs crack like a whip, 
making a sound almost like gunshot. A good marksman can hit an 
animal at two hundred yards on the level, and even more if he is 
higher up. At night everyone has his sling beside him in case of 
attack by animals or thieves, and a little pile of stones is kept in 
the middle of the sleeping area. The dogs give plenty of warning of 
any such attack. 

When the herders arc out during the day they have to keep a 
sharp eye open for cither animal or human tracks that might warn 
them of danger. Hands arc alwavs busy with some kind of work. 
Over his shoulder a herdsman carries a hair bag, and in it some 
wool that has been spun by children back in the camp. As he fol- 
lows the herd he twirls this into varn, rolling it into balls and 
twisting the thread on a stick. He ma\ also bring skins with him 
to tan, which have already been softened with buttermilk and 
cream. By constantly rubbing and twisting and wringing a good 
man can tan a small sheep s hide in three or four hours. On the 
way home, of course, herdsmen pick up all the yak dung they can 
find and bring it back to the camp for fuel. 

It is a long day, from dawn to dusk, and sometimes the milking 
cattle have to be brought back to the camp for a midday milking. 
Then the herdsmen have to take all their herds to water, after which 
they must be kept quiet for an hour or two. During this time the 
men are able to eat a little dried cheese or meat that they bring 
with them, or they may even cook themselves a meal if they have 
brought a small vessel. Fire is easily made with a flint— even the 
older children know how to do it. A kind of cottonlike substance 
can be made by rubbing special leaves, found all over the mountains. 
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and this is held on top of the stone, in one hand, while it is struck 
with the flint. One strike is enough, then the cotton is alight with- 
out any fanning or blowing, and can be set on top of some yak 
dung to make a fire. All men and women and older children carry 
flint bags and a supply of this cotton with them, but younger chil- 
dren are never allowed to play with flints. 'Hicrc is always tlic danger 
of starting a grass fire, and as it is there is only just enough grass fv)r 
the cattlc—a fire could be a disaster. But young children aie grad- 
ually taught how to handle fire by letting them work the bellows 
used to build up hot fires iiiidcr the sto\'e in the camp. These 
bellows arc hard to work, since they arc no nioie than hide bags 
tl it have to be opened and closed by hand as tlicy are pumped up 
and do\Mi So cvcr\one is glad to let the children have this work. 

W'hen ])eoplc get hack from the mountains thev all gather 
together again in the tent, wIktc thev can rest and get wann Ilic 
women cook the cxening meal, which is usually a souj'^ with boiled 
meat in it, perhaj^s with some rice oi barley addeCi to thicken it. 
This iiKal IS taken sitting around the table, and it is the main meal 
of the day hvemng time is the time for talking, but when the meal 
is over it is alieady several hours past dusk, and everyone is ready 
to go to sleep. Some go straight outside and co\'er themselves in 
thr^ir blankets, others stay in the tent for a \Ahile, in front of the 
altar with its flickering butter Limps, saying their prayers and chant- 
ing. Then they too go outside to sleep, leaving a few old ])eoplc to 
sleep in the warmth in front of the altar. 

During the summer months the iiomads move about in groups, 
from one pasture to another, changing location perhaps every month. 
Every tribe has a fixed territory tha' belongs to it, and members of 
die tribe can move frcvly within inat area, usually iri groups of 
several family units that camp separately, but near one another. 
Eaeh camp within a group has a headman of sorts, a gowa, but the 
gowa’s job is mainly to sec that taxes arc collected, and he cannot 
decide such matters as when to move. No one family can decide — 
all the families that make up a grci • get together and make the 
decision among themselves. If one camp has a particular reason tor 
moving, someone from that camp will get on his horse and go to 
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talk to the people in other camps. Some may decide to stay, and 
others to move on, but generally a group always moves together. All 
the belongings arc packed up and tied onto the pack animals and 
the whole caravan moves off together. Before they leave, a last fire 
is kindled in the fire pit above which all the family meals were 
cooked. The nomads believe a fire god comes to live near such 
hearths, and they make a final offering by putting a little of their 
precious tsampa into the fire. As they ride away they look back to see 
if the tsampa has caused the fire to imoke. If a fine column of 
smoke is seen rising up into the sky, then they know that their sacri- 
fice has been accepted and that the next camp will be a happy one. 
If there is no smoke they expect trouble and take extra care in their 
new camp. 

When the winter winds begin to blow all the nomads move 
down from the heights to the foothills, where the\ can find shelter. 
Tlic camps they set up there last for the whole winter, six or seven 
months. Winter lasts from the ninth to the second month, and it 
is very cold indeed, and dangerous. Once I was traveling from my 
home to Lhasa, in winter, and one night a boy was too lazy to take 
off his felt boots when he went to sleep. The next morning his feet 
were frozen and he could not walk. He felt no pain, but he could 
not stand. We took his boots off and wrapped his feet in warm 
cloths; they were all swollen and red and became worse. We were 
still elcs'cn days from Lhasa, and we carried the boy, sometimes on 
yak, sometimes on horse. Sores spread all over his legs, and they 
were continually dripping water and blood, llicrc was nothing we 
could do. First his toes came off, and then the feet. In Lhasa they 
tried all sorts of herbs, all the medicines they knew, but it was 
too late. Both his legs rotted away up to the knees. Then the doc- 
tors bound his knee joints up in yak-hide covers, and after a time 
he was able to walk on the stumps. 

He should have known belter. Everyone knows of this danger, 
and the wise ones not only take their boots off when they go to 
sleep, they leave them off in the mornings when they are milking 
the cattle, and they even walk short distances barefoot, though the 
temperature may be thirty or forty degrees below zero. While they 
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are working, either milking or loading the yaks, they are not only 
barefoot but they also bare their shoulders. Tliey never get frost- 
bitten. Tlicy continue to sleep outside, and I found that I pre- 
ferred to do so. The winter camp is a permanent one, so they are 
able to protect it in various ways. One is to build a wall of yak 
dung. This keeps the wind away from the tent, and at tiie same time 
diies the dung out so that it makes better fuel— and it is a convenient 
way for storing it. We used to sleep between this wall and the 
tent. Tlie older people sleep inside during the winter. 

In addition to the yak-dung wall we used to make windbreaks 
by piling up our saddles. Then the dogs used to come and sleep 
ori top of us, and that kept us warm. There arc the sheep too, and 
some of us used to sleep with them, using our boots for a pillow. 
Tlie yaks were warm, but they were not good to sleep with, for 
they always kicked. Sometimes it snowed and we got wet, but still 
I preferred to sleep out. Once I went from Koko Nor, the great 
lake not far from Kumbiim, to Lhasa. It was in mrdwinter, and the 
journey took one hundred and cle^'cn days. I had a tent with me, 
but ev'cry night 1 slept out, even when ii snowed. Tlicre must have 
been about a thousand of us in that caiavan, with some ten or 
twelve thousand yaks and horses and mules. It was the only safe 
way to travel in winter. 

After tlie winter camp is set up, in the nintli month, everyone 
gets ready for the expeditions to the markets that will follow, from 
the tenth month on. It is a ^'ood time of year. The farmers have 
got their harvest in, and ail the great nomad herds are strong and 
healthy after a summer's grazing. Markets arc plentiful, and this is 
also a time for religious festivals. ' may be a twenty-day journey 
to the nearest market so it is quite an expedition Flie farmers 
bring their grains, and the nomads bring their livestock, as well as 
other products like butter, cheese and meat. In cxehangc the nomads 
want mainly barley, to make their tsampa. and tea. But they also 
buy other foods like dried fruit and rice, and with whatever money 
they have left they buy cotton mate* sewing needles and thread, 
and extra cooking utensils. 

At this time of year livestock is killed and the meat is dried for 
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use during the summer. In summer the animals are not so healthy, 
and it is considered bad to kill animals for food then. Autumn and 
spring are the best times, though in the spring it will only be old 
animals or those that are beyond giving birth. Some meat is cut 
into strips and hung on the tent ropes to dry. Some is brought into 
the tents and frozen and kept there to be used when wanted. The 
really choice fat meat is wrapped up in hide and put into special 
boxes made of squares of yak dung, llicsc boxes arc then covered 
with fresh yak dung, and left to frcc>'3. When they thaw out in 
the spring there is plenty of fresh meat to eat. 

Many nomads revisit the same villages and trade with the same 
farmers. They become very good friends. Some farmers go up into 
the mountains and try to steal some of the nomad sheep. 'Hien there 
is fighting, and the nomads come down to raid the farms and get 
their sheep back. The nomads, however, prefer not to fight and 
arc really a very gentle people, and completely honest. If someone 
cannot get down to liis trading partner one year, he will send a 
friend in his place, and the farmer will honor and trust him in just 
the same way. Sometimes a farmer who has managed to get an 
extra stock of goods such as sewing needles and thread, may send 
his son, together with supplies of food, grain and tea, up to the 
winter camp of the nomads. It even happens that he may meet a 
girl among the nomads and make her his wife. 'Iliis docs not happen 
often, but when it docs everyone is perfectly hajjpy, and the couple 
are free to live where they wish, as nomads or farmers, 

'Ihc nomads love to sing, particularly when traveling on horse- 
back and when in the mountains. Sometimes they sing about horses. 
“When a gray horse travels with two white horses, he must travel 
fast. If he travels slow, he will bring shame to the two white horses.'' 
Tlicy also like to sing about the moon, and such songs are often 
lov^c songs. “When the full moon rises on the fifteenth day, high 
over the eastern mountains, if my lover is not beside me, the moon 
shows me her face." Tlicn in the evenings sometimes they dance. 
The girls may sing and dance by themselves, watched by cver)one, 
or else men and girls may dance together in a circle, holding hands. 
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'riiey may, on the other hand, just spend their winter evenings 
sitting and talking. 

Two favorite games of the young men arc wrestling and riding. 
Tlicy wrestle with each other often, trying to throw their opponent 
onto the ground. Thty have horse races. Some nomads have a spe- 
cial game played from horseback, while riding at speed. A target 
is set up, and as the horseman rides by he hurls a spear at tire 
target. Around the shaft of the spear is a rope, and as this uncoils 
the horseman is able to jerk the spear back into his hand. 

'Ihcre is no drinking, though the men like to smoke a little. 
Tliey say that to smoke too much makes you cough and makes 
our chest bad when you leave the mountains. Hut old j)Cople who 
do less Jno^•ing about smoke a great deal. They like a special pipe 
made of the bone of a sheep’s leg, with a bole bored in it to hold 
the tobacco. They have never picked up the habit of drinking and 
prefer to a\'oid it. Often when the\ go to towns where the farmers 
and others like to drink lots of c7?<i?ig, a beer iriadc of barley, the 
nomads will set up a tent outside, nither than stay in town. They make 
good friends, but on the whole thev prefer to sta\ by themselves. 

There is little law' and little need foi it. 'Ilic people lead such 
an open life that any dis])utes become immediately knowm to every- 
one and arc quickh settled within the camp Even arguments aie 
rare, and ( rinics such as theft sinijdy do not exist among the nomads 
The headman, who is called Gowa in some areas and Garpon in 
others, is ahvays respected, chosen foi his wisdom and his religious 
nature. He has no real audioutv, but people often go to him foi 
advice. When it comes time to collect ta.xcs, he secs that everyone 
contributes his fair share. Tie has t< know exactly how many people 
there are in his gioup and how many cattle they have, but above 
all he has to be absolutely honest. This is the quality the nomads 
value above c\ cry thing else. It is the very center of their life. 

It is their honesty, pcihaps, that makes them so religious. Being 
Buddhists, they know' that it is wrong to take any form of life, yet 
being nomads it is the only way the ui survive. Tliey accept their 
lot, believing that previous bad deeds must have caused them to be 
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born as a people destined to live by killing animals. So for all their 
lives they are trying their best to outweigh this great sin by good 
deeds. They arc not morose or bitter about their lot, and they do not 
perform their saerifices and chant their prayers as some kind of 
painful penance for past sins. Tlie past is past, and rather than 
being sad they are full of joy at the fact that they have at least 
been born in knowledge of the Way, the way to release. When 
they make their sacrifices or say their prayers, it is in happiness 
and out of faith. Nomads make the most ardent pilgrims. The 
longest pilgrimages they make on foot, or even by measuring their 
length on the ground. They give a great deal of such wealth as they 
may accumulate to monasteries, and they are friendly and hospitable 
to all travelers. When they get older, most of them like to give up 
their lives as nomads, take holy vows and enter a monastery. There 
they pray continuously for forgiveness for all the lives they have 
taken, and so they end their own lives in peace, striving toward 
the goal. 

Those who can afford it always pay a monastery for a monk 
to come and live in their camp. The monk will not only read the 
scriptures and say prayers for the family, he will also teach the 
children. All other children nearby come then and arc made wel- 
come. It is good to have such monks, especially when there is a 
marriage or a death. If there is no monk when a death occurs then 
someone who has been taught by one will say the prayers that 
send the spirit of the dead man on his way. The body is kept for 
twenty-four hours, placed in a sitting position, and all the time 
people sit around and chant and say prayers. The main prayer is 
to make sure that the soul docs not stay behind but departs from 
the old body and goes to seek its teacher. Prayers arc also offered 
to all the Gods, then the corpse is simply taken up into the moun- 
tains and left there for the birds and animals. 

When boys and girls arc around eighteen or nineteen they start 
looking toward marriage. The parents of a boy will look around for 
a suitable girl, and the father will tell his friends and relatives. The 
boy too will be searching. When a likely girl is found, if the parents 
of the two young people know each other they will meet without 
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formality. If they do not know each other, then the boy’s parents 
have to send a friend with the traditional scarf given in all formal 
greetings, and a gift of butter, cheese and meat. ITie friend will 
say why he has come, and if the girl’s parents are agreeable then 
the young couple start visiting each other and exchanging gifts. 
Gifts arc also exchanged between the parents. Friends join in to 
help make the wedding a splendid one, by giving cloth or fo< cl. 
First of all the boy’s parents visit the girl’s parents with gifts, then 
the girl’s parents make a return visit with gifts that must be slightly 
less valuable. Tliese exchanges must go back and forth seven times, 
and often it takes two years. 

Once that is done, the parents from both families consult an 
astrologer to fix an auspicious day for the wedding. Ibey will al- 
most certainly have consulted him in the first place to make sure 
that the young couple arc suited to each other, but it is most 
important that the wedding be on the right day. This is so with 
all Tibetans. Tlicy believe that there arc good anJ bad times to 
do anything, and whenever possible they consult a soothsayei oi 
astrologer. 

On the wedding day— or before if the girl’s camp is a long w^ay 
off— the groom’s family sends out seven or eight people on horse- 
back, with a special horse for the bride. Tlic saddles are newly 
decorated, or even newdy made for the occasion. When the party 
arrives, the bride’s family and friends come out and shout at them, 
insulting them, asking who invited them, and pretending lo get 
ready to fight. The girl hiding in her tent. The men from the 
groom’s camp reply in the same way. “Who arc all these ugly 
people? Where is the stool to hcl] me dismount from my horse? 
What an unclean lot of people, a id what pooi clothes they are 
wearing. Where are the people who are meant to be here to receive 
us?” 

Actually nomads never use stools for mounting horses, this is 
only done by nobles and perhaps a few farmcis. A nomad would 
consider you as good as dead if yor could not mount a horse with- 
out a stool. Often they don’t even bother with saddles, but simply 
leap onto the horse bareback. 
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After this is over the groom’s party enters the tent. Then they 
start again, complaining about the poor quality of the food. This 
may go on for two nights, if the distance between the camps is 
far. All the time people are joking and insulting each other. But 
in the end the groom’s party leaves with the bride on her new 
horse. Her parents do not go with her, just her brothers and sisters 
and friends. If the camps arc near each other, instead of sending 
a horse the groom’s family may send a splendid white yak, all sad- 
dled and decorated in rich finery. But ’vhen the bride finally arrives, 
and is met by her mother in-law with a gift of a bucket of milk, 
even though she may have been longing for this day to be with her 
lover as husband and wife, she has to start crying and pretending 
that she wants to go back to her own home. Some girls make such 
a fuss that it seems as if they really mean it. She refuses to take 
the bucket of milk, but finally one of her sisters takes it, and the 
bride dips her finger in the milk and flicks a drop into the sky. 

At that everyone goes inside, where a great feast has been pre- 
pared, and that is the end of the wedding. Usually a separate tent 
is set up for the privacy of the young couple, and for a while they 
will live in this separate tent. 

If the girl’s parents have no sons, then it might well happen 
that the boy goes to live with his wife, and takes membership in 
her family, so that her familv line will not die out. Tins may also 
happen if the boy’s parents cannot afford the expense of a large 
wedding. More often the girl will be taken into the boy’s family, 
but there is no fixed rule. 'Hie important thing is that the newcomer, 
be it the boy or the girl, is not treated as an outsider, as a relative 
only in law^ He, or she, is taken as a full member of the family, 
and w'clcomed as such. Before long the couple will be sleeping out- 
side like everyone else. The nomads have no time for false modesty, 
and they sec no cause for shame in things that they know to be 
right and necessary. That, too, is part of their honesty; being honest 
with themselves, they are able to see things as they are, and give 
them their true value. As dc^’oted and religious as the farming peo- 
ples are in Tibet, the nomads are even more devoted and religious. 



Illustration ^Section 

DRAWINGS BY LOBSAN TENDZIN 



Dress in Tibet ^ as elsewhere, varies for men and women not only 
according to rank and status but also according to region and season. 
Sometimes the differences are subtle, .ometimes extreme. The most 
elaborate dress may be worn on everyday occasions, and the simplest on 
occasions that are most solemn and special Even monks, who always 
wear the simplest robes, indulge in varied and elaborate headgear. They 
have special hats that they wear on special occasions or at particular 
times of the year. And we also know the kinds of hats worn by the great 
religious teachers in past periods from paintings of them that were 
preserved and hung in our monasteries. 
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A lady of Lhasa City u earing a typicallv elaborate headdress, jewelry of 
precious stones, a gold or siher charm box around her ne(k, and a wide band 
of pearh o\er her left shoulder Over her Jong sJzirt is a multicolored apron, 
the upper corners of which are embroidered with gold thread 
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Ladies of the nomadic people of eastern Tibet wear less elaborate headdresses 
than the ladies of the cities, but their clothing, often made of silks imported 
from neighboring China, may he equally rich 7 heir jewelry is mainly of amber, 
turquoise and coral 
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Hat worn by Srontsan Gampo and Ralpalchcn 




King Kipong ChogvaVs hat 



The hat of Chamchenchogyi, 
founder of the Sera Monastery 




Giishri Khan*s hat 



87 


Drocluma the kind of hat that Tagdroma the hat worn only by 

can he worn by am monk monks of the Gelukpa sect 



'Isogsh 1 a hat worn by ordtnar) monks for Assembly or other special gatherings 



SlnMijj; iln h<il Muin by danci^rs of the Black Ilaf sect 




Life among the nomads is by no means as hard as may he supposed, 
and what it lacks in material comfort it makes up in conviviality. 1 he 
term '*tenV' gives the impression that comforts are far more scarce than 
in fact they are. When the nomads mo\e they carry not only their tents 
hut yak-hide hags and wooden chests filled with foods of different kinds 
a\d with all the normal household items that would be found in any 
permanent dwelling. Above alf they carry the great churns in which the 
daily tea is prepared, mi\cd with butter to fortify the people aeainsf the 
cold. Andy of coursCy among the most ireabiircd possessions of any nomad 
family is the altar, which is to be found set up in e\ery lent and which 
is attended with great devotion and caie. 
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1 A simple family tent of yak hair 

2 A more elaborate living tent decorated with strips of black cloth 

3 Scarecrows for protecting livestock from wolves 

4 Watchdog (kliyi), an essential part of every household 

5 Animal compound for special animalSy such as milk cows 







1 Shoeing how a tent is erected Note open \ent at the top mth a flap that 
can be closed against ram I he tent poles are of wood the ropes of yak hatr 

2 Walls made of yak dung 

3 A small altar for burnt offerings (smg) of juniper, dried fruits and tsampa 





INTERIOR OF A TINT SHOWING FWO SIDES 


1 . Milk buckets 

2. Basket of cheese 
Container for cooked meat 

4 Cooking pots (dig) 

5. Kitchen utensils, including cutting 
board, dishmop, knife, pots, spoons, etc. 


6 Pot scourer ()og thiir) 

7 Multiple steamer and pot 

8 Pots 

9 Food container 

10 Pot for ^ogurt 

11. Box for butter (margam) 
12 Tea churns (ndonmo) 








13 Dishes (kdder) 

14 A kind of cheesecake (thud) 

15. Dried cream (pumar) 

16 Storage boxes (nyindrog) 

17. Family altar (chosham), with bowl 
for holy water, butter lamps and 
treasure chest 


18 Container for yak-dung cakes 

19 Brazier for roasting barley 

20 Tsampa bag (tsainkhug) 

21 A sitting cushion behind a table 
set with two drinking bowls, two 
tsampa bowls, and two prayer wheels 
in stands 








INURIOR Of A / JNf SlfcnVl\C /WO S/IUS 


1 B(/g for s/oriTi^ i/zt famih wealth 
11m wealth zi added to \earh Ihc 
contents of the bag should nestr he 
used or gnen away 

2 Storage dusts (tobo) 

3 Grain bags 

4 Yak hide bags for barley 


*) Yak hide bags 
6 Stoiage boxes 
Guns iintndi) 

8 Cartridge belt (ndesluib) 

9 Swords (tri) 

10 Butter churns (nnrsoni) 

11 I able (jogtse) set with tsampa 





bowl and teacup 

12 lablc set with two hampa bowls 

13 Brazier holding pot for making 
cheese 

J4 Table set with single teacup 
13 Stove with teapot and five cooking 
vessels 


16 Feapot on brazier 

17 Woman weaving at loom (thag) 
JS Mills for grinding tsampa 

19 Isampa boxes 

20 Pot for boiling milk 

21 Bag for roasted barley to be used 
as tsampa 












1 . Cutting the long hair of the yak, taking care to leave one to two inches. 
Yaks are not shorn. 

2. Bundles of long hair that require no beating and can be made into ropes 

3 . Combing out the short hairs. Short and long hair each have separate uses. 

4 . Bundles of short hair 



5 The yak after the hair has been trimmed Some tail hair is left to protect 
his rear from the cold winds 7 he long hairs arc set aside for making ropes 

6 Beating tht short hair prior to spinning and wea\ing 
1 Making ropes from the long hair 
8 Tent with woven yak hair sides and yak hair ropes 
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1 spinning yak hair into yarn 

2 Separating hairs 

3 . Making halls of wool for the spinners 

4 . Tsampa and cheese bags 

5 . Teapot on a stove 

6. Table with a half sheep (the forelegs) on a plate, cheesecake decorated 
with pats of butter, four bowls of tsampa, one loose cheese, four teacups and 
a box of meat seasoning 
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1. Charm boxes (gahii) for holy relics, made of M'ood and metal and set with 
precious stones 

2. Fightinfi spear (dung) with wrist thong and rope for retrieval when thrown 
from horseback 

Gun (menda) for hunting and fighting. The gun support of antelope horn 
can be swung into position underneath, or left along the barrel when firing 
from the shoulder. The stock is inlaid with silver and turquoise. 

4. Sword (tri) with a wooden sheath inlaid with copper 

5. The sword of a wealthy man, w'ith a scabbard of wcod, cloth and silver 

6. 1, 8. Different types of blades 

6. Dmar Cyi Ova Mtsho Phug Pa 

7. Ilgu Zi 

8. Ce Rong 

9. A battleaxe (tari), also used for cutting wood 

10. Lasso (shagba) 

JJ. A horse bridle (thurda) of yak hide decorated with copper and silver 

12. A container for flint and tinder (iiiechag) on left; on the right, a needle 
box 

13. Container for gunpowder (dze re) 

14. Bela (hiirdo) for hunting game 

15. Whip (tachag) 

J6. Saddle (ga) for horse or yak 
17. Saddle blanket (gadan) 


CHAPTER FOUR 


The Waters of Vleasure 



Foolish art thou who, in the midst of Life, 
Ignores the coming of Death; 

For all thou doest and countesl as great, 

Is nothing worth in that final moment. 
Life’s opportunity hast thou lost. 

Take that which death offers thee, now it 
is nigh, 

And leave not having lived in vain. 

Set thy mind on the Holy Law, 

Co hence with the mind so' fixed. 

—FROM Bardo Thodol 




T 

l-^iiAS\ is by no means flic only city or 
town ill Tibet, yet in Tibet, as in the world outside, to hear people 
talk you would think that IJiasa was Tibet. It is the oik' place that 
every 'Fibetan yearns to see at least once before he dies. Many walk 
over a thousand miles across snow covered mountains and wind- 
swept plateaus to fulfill their desire, and many die in the attempt, 
llicy die happily, for they believe that the elforl to achic\'^ a j;oal 
is almost as important as the goal itself, or its achievement— in 
sonic ways more so. 

I was no exception, and in fact Lhasa was the fiist city I ever 
saw, apart from the monastic cit\' of Ivumbuin w'hcrc I was edu- 
cated. I was going to Lhasa for higher education, and the journey 
from Kuinbum took over three months, e\ery day bringing new 
experiences to me. Long before reaching the holy city, still two 
or more weeks awav, 1 was met by a delegation from my younger 
brother, the G\'alwa Rinpoche, and with this delegation came my 
father. We had been sepaiatcd for many 3’ears, so the reunion was 
a memorable occasion, rcma.nin,; as clear in my mind as though it 
had ]ust ha])pencd. But nothing on that trip from Kuinbum, not the 
massive mountains nor the vast desolr^-c stretches of plateau, nor the 
sight of the thousands of annuals in -nir caravan stiiiggling through 
the icy torrents that cut across our path, not even the sight of my 
father riding forward to meet me, upright on his horse, none of 
these things have for me the same quality as my memory of my 
first glimpse of Lhasa. 

'File houses and other buildings of Tihasa itself were still hidden 
from view by the distance, but rising boldly from the lush green 
valley was the stark red and white fortress, the Potala, its roofs of 
the purest gold seeming to set it afire. Perched on top of a great 
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rocky mound, the two wings of the Potala are painted white, clear 
and clean. TTie buildings that make up these two wings are secular, 
for the housing and offices of lay members of the Potala staff, and 
for various other nonrcligious functions. Tlic central portion of the 
fortress, however, is the headquarters of the religious life of the 
Potala, and accordingly is painted a rich dark red. Here arc the liv- 
ing quarters of the Gyalwa Rinpochc, the temples and shrines, and 
the tombs of the Rinpochc of long ago. It is these tombs, rising 
from deep within the heart of the Potala, thi't burst into the blaze 
of gold on its summit. 

It is a sight so beautiful that it struck me with very real .shock. 
Here it was, still many miles away, the building I had heard of 
since I was a child, the center of Tibet, the abode on earth of the 
earthly incarnation ot Cheiircsig, lx)rd of Mercy, protector of our 
country. I had heard it described so many times, and in such extrav- 
agant terms, that I came over that hilltop half feeling that there 
was nothing new in store for me, that it could scarcely be as in- 
spiring as the endless accounts of it. Yet there it was, and all I 
could do was to rein in my horse and look. 

Some hours later, when passing through Lhasa on the way to 
my parent’s home, in the Summer Palace, wc passed right under 
the Potala. Again all 1 could do was to stop and gaze up at the 
elifflike walls, pierced by one row of windows after another, reached 
from the outside bv twastiiig stone staircases rising steeply u]) the 
rock face. 

This is one of the loveliest parts of the city, for just behind 
the Potala, at the foot of the hill, a tiny stream feeds into a per- 
fect little lake, barcl\ tliiee hundred yards long, in the middle of 
which is tlie Lo Khang, or House of the Serpent. Plants and flower- 
ing shrubs seem to grow more richly here than anywhere else, and 
on a still d.iy the Serpent Lake reflects the image of the Potala, 
towering above it. This is a place the people of Lhasa love to visit 
during the summer, both to worship in the little island temple 
and simply to enjoy themselves. 

Next to Marpori, which is the name of the hill on which 
the Potala is built, is Chogpori, on which is housed the College 
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of Medicine. Tlie hill is just about as high as Marpori, and the 
path that skirts its base is cut in rock tliat has been covered with 
beautifully worked carvings of various deities, kept freshly painted 
at all times by the devout. From here there is a view of the Kyicliu, 
a river named “Waters of Pleasure'* which runs the length of the 
Lhasa Valley, even passing through the southern outskirts of the 
city. ITiese waters do indeed bring pleasure, for all along the banks 
of the Kyichu during the festive summer months, gaily colored 
tents are set up and the people of Lhasa spend their time at endless 
picnics. 

Lhasa itself is barely two miles long and not much more than 
half a mile wide from north to south. It is full of historic monu- 
ments some of which, like the ancient temple of Rainoehe, which 
was built by a Chinese ]:)rinccss taken as wife by one of the early 
Tibetan kings, date back over a thousand vears. Stone monunumts, 
carved with Tibetan and Chinese characters, tell of the constant 
attempts made by Chinese to assert themselves in Lhasa. In the 
heart of the city is the old temple, the I’sulag Kliaiig, dating back 
to the same king, Srontsan Gampo. Beneath this temple there was 
once supposed to have been a great uiulcrgroiind lake, in which 
visions of the future could be seen. 

Srontsan Gampo was the king who more than any other strove 
to bring Buddhism into I’ibet. lie also strove hard to establish 
friendly relations with Tibet's neighbors, Nepal and China. He 
allied himself through marriage with each country, and each of his 
queens helped in the introduction of Buddhism. The 'Fsiilag Khang 
was founded by the Nepalese Princess as a token of fricnd.ship be- 
tween the two countries. Just by the i'cmple staiKh a stone bearing 
details of a pact of friendship between the Fang dynasty and Tibet. 

Everywhere in Lhasa there are holy shrines, and all around the 
outskirts are monasteries, large and small. But Lhasa is not only a 
religious center, it is also a thriving economic center, and has a 
large trading area with colorful bazaais right around the Temple. 
The buildings are all jumbled together with the houses of nobles 
and government officials, but amongst all the variety of buildings 
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and different kinds of sliops and stalls, there is one conspicuous 
lack, 'riiere are no hotels, no restaurants. A few stalls may sell 
cooked food, but there are no places where you can go with friends 
or family, sit down, and order a meal. ITiis is so throughout Tibet, 
but it is most remarkable in the towns. In the country where travelers 
are relatively few, and where distances arc great, we naturally expect 
to offer hospitality to anyone who asks for it. But in the cities and 
towns, in spite of the constant flow of traders and pilgrims, it is 
the same. Many people have friends, others i^ake camp outside the 
city, but others simply knock on a door and ask for shelter or food. 
It is a custom that is seldom abused, and most Tibetans consider 
it an honor, as well as a pleasure, to welcome a guest. 

The bazaar section is full of interest, and traders as well as 
pilgrims can be seen inquisitively looking over all the goods on dis- 
play. The traders may have brought mules or horses bred for sale, 
or they may have brought in goods for use in the bazaars. Every- 
body is interested in what everybody else is selling, even if they 
don't have a thought of buying. Perhaps it is a Tibetan eharac- 
teiistic, for all over the country people seem to love markets and 
arc always ready to trade just for the sake of trading. Tiadcrs them- 
selves are really considered quite high in the social hierarchy of 
Lhasa. Elsewhere in I’ibet we do not divide people into classes, but 
Lhasa is an exception, having a permanent population as well as 
such a large shifting population. Also in Lhasa the professional peo- 
ple and the craftsmen remain where they are, and cvciyone goes 
to them. Elsewhere such people travel around, seeking business as 
they go. 

Tlie highest ranking people arc the high monastery officials 
such as the abbots, then the monks and government officials who 
form a kind of lay nobility. Then come the mule suppliers and 
traders, the merchant class, and then a number of specialist work- 
ers such as printers, weavers, cooks, carpenters, potters, stone and 
wood carvers, gold- and silversmiths, and tailors. There are three 
occupations that are particularly looked down on in Lhasa: the 
blacksmiths and people who work iron, the butchers, and the dis- 
posers of the dead. In Lhasa there is a special problem in dealing 
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with the bodies of the dead, the cit\' being so crowded. In other 
parts of Tibet when someone dies we usiiall}* call a monk because 
the most important thing is the saying of prayers for the dead per- 
son's soul. The body is no problem. But in Lhasa, for fear of ill- 
ness, the main problem is to dispose of the bodies as quickly and 
completely as possible, so there is a special class of people who do 
this work. 

Tlicrc are five ways of dealing with the dead, and usually an 
astrologer is consulted to make sure that the right way is used. Most 
people prefer to be cremated, though it takes a great deal of wood 
to burn a body to ashes, and in maiiv parts of Tibet wood is ex- 
tremely scarce, or there may even be no wood at all. Burning is 
extremely expensive so most people lia\c their bodies given to the 
birds. Burial is rare, though it sometimes happens that the birds will 
not eat a body, then it has to be burned or buried. Burial is otten 
difficult because the ground mav be stony or fro/em Another way 
is to put the body in a river, but this is onl\ for small ehildrtn or 
for poor people who have nobody to look aft(T them. Sometimes 
the bodies of high lamas arc i^reservecl, and in very special cases 
a priest-astrologer mav decide that even a layman's body should be 
treated this way. 

A funeral is not a particularly sad occasion though relatives 
mav well be erving. llic death is over and done with, and all that 
remains is the practical matter of the disposal of the body. Before 
the funeral, when the body ^’s b mg in the house and all the r<‘la- 
tivcs come to pay their respects and to say a prayer for the dead, 
that is the sad time. On the day oi the feeding of the birds the 
body is wrapped in a new cloth, bl sscd by the monk, and tied 
up in a sitting position. In the country this is usually done by some 
relative or friend who has done it before. Tlien it is carried up the 
mountainside to the place where it is to be offered to the birds. 
Outside Lhasa there is a special place, a large rocky outcrop, where 
this work is done by the specialists. In the country it would be done 
by anyone who I nows how, preferably by a priest who can also say 
all the right prayers for the dead, llie whole family come to see 
the work done. If it is a man who has died, the wife's family come 
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if they knew him well. TTie cutting of the flesh has to be done 
in a certain way, and as soon as it starts the birds gather, some- 
times hundreds of them. The bones have to be taken and broken, 
pounded to a powder, and mixed with a little barley flour, or 
tsampa. This too is eaten by the birds. If they take everything, it 
is a good sign. If not, the remains have to be burned or buried. 
But everyone must stay until it is all done, the main reason again 
being a practical one— certain tantric sects call for the use of certain 
parts of the body, such as the skull or the thighbone, for secret 
rituals. No family would want the bones of a relative used in this 
way, unless he himself so wished it, or the astrologer reeommended 
it. 

After it is over, the monks may be invited back to the house, 
but in any case there have to be religious services, at the house or 
at the monastery, for forty-nine days following the death. A wealthy 
family might donate a large sum of money to a monastery, the 
interest from which would pay for a service for the dead to be said 
once each year. As well as making this donation to the monastery, 
however, a family w'ill alwaj^s make a contribution to the poor. 

Given the doctrine of rebirth, the moment of death assumes 
particular importance, not as the end of a life but as the beginning 
of a life. It is said again and again how hard it is to win rebirth 
as a human. As luiinans we have the greatest chance for doing 
good and the greatest rliance for doing harm, because we are en- 
dowed with will, and good or harm lie in the thought, or will, 
rather than in the act. In Tibet there is an art to dying, and special 
scriptures arc devoted to it. 'Fherc are seven stages to Bardo, the 
intervening period between death and rebirth, and each stage is fur- 
ther subdivided into seven, a figure that we hold sacred, in common 
with all great religions. Tlic fort}-nine days of prayer, then, repre- 
sent these scvcn-limcs-scvcn states of Bardo. 

The rites should begin before the last breath leaves the body. 
At this moment the dying person should have last instructions 
whispered to him, reminding him of all he has been taught con- 
cerning death. Tliis should be done by his teacher if possible, or 
a monk, but anyone who can help him direct his mind toward 
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Truth must do so if no monk is on hand. In this way the soul 
leaves the body at least facing in the right direction. 

The doctrine of Lei (Karma) is not a fatalistic one as taught 
in Tibet. To be sure we believe that we must answer for all our 
deeds, good and bad, but we arc always aware of this inescapable 
necessity, and we are endowed with a will that enables us con- 
sciously to offset bad deeds by good. Tibetan Buddhists believe that 
faith in the Buddha, his teachings, and the monkhood is in itself 
a good deed of such merit that it alone can reduce our bad deeds 
to naught, if accompanied by a life of spiritual devotion and train- 
ing. Even without such a life, in an ordinary fanner or herder, faith 
can wipe out bad deeds accumulated over main lifetimes. So the 
first step m Bardo is of vital importance, since conseiousnc'^s is still 
alive. 

Even after ''death,'’ as most people think of the cessation of 
breathing, the soul still exists and has awareness, and to this aware- 
ness all tlie rest of the fortv-ninc rites luc diiectcd in a supreme 
effort to keep alive the faith of the deceased Death is, in a way, 
a great opportunity; it is also a time of great danger, foi the soul 
can slip from awareness of its true nature and from the path it 
should be following. 

It can even be said that to the Tibetan the right death is one 
of the purposes of living. The wiong death is certainly one of the 
greatest misfortunes to be guaided against. 'Jhc very nature of this 
belief is one reason for the ^'xis^ence of so large a priesthood, and 
for the unswerving respect paid by all Tibetans to that monkhood. 
The monkhood is there at all times to lielp the indnidnal accumu- 
late good deeds, avoid bad deeds, and to acquire the wisdom, 
strength and faith required to meet his death as he should and so 
safely pass through the forty-nine stages of Bardo toward libera- 
tion. It is not an obsession; there is nothing fanatic about the 
Tibetan religion; its enormous vitality and power come from the 
depth of the faith of the people. 

The monasteries and the monkhood are often thought of, by 
those who do not know Tibet, as despotic and oppressive. Lhasa is 
cited as an example of the authoiitj' wielded by the monkhood in 
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Tibet. Yet living in Lhasa, one is aware of the monks who live 
there as one is aware of other classes of people, including the 
butchers and blacksmiths and disposers of the dead. They arc a 
people, like others, engaged in a profession that is vital to the wel- 
fare of the people. Tlic people regard the monkhood as essential, 
and in fact it is essential, for the whole government and economy 
of the country depend upon it. Our lives are not so rigidly divided 
as elsewhere into religious and secular. Every monk and every 
monastery has both religious and secular antics, insofar as they 
can be divided, but where life itself is a religious act the difference 
becomes a fine one. The Gyalwa Rinpoche himself is both political 
and spiritual leader of the country. Every abbot is both the politi- 
cal and spiritual ruler of his monastery. Every monastery engages 
in trade and commerce as well as in performing rites for the living 
and the dead and praying for the welfare of the people. Above all, 
every monastery is a center of education to which anyone, no matter 
how poor, can go for instruction. lie can go for a year or for a 
lifetime, and nothing is asked of him except that he dcsotc him- 
self to his studies and progress. Moic than that, monks go out into 
the world around them, into towns and villages, and into private 
homes or into Ihe camps of tlie nomads, to teach and to perform 
any services that might be asked of them. 

ITic contact a monastery has with tlic people, then, is nol 
merely as tlie source of authorit}’, of government, law and order, 
for even in these matters it shares the responsibility with laymen 
elected for the purpose. There is only one time of year, and that 
in Lhasa alone, when a monk is expected to actively maintain law 
and order. During the Lhasa Mimlam, the Great Prayer, the entire 
city is placed under the control of the proctors and chosen monks 
of the nearby Drepung monastery. The Great Prayer lasts for about 
three weeks and is the main event of the New Year festival. During 
this time thousands of pilgrims from all over the country pour into 
the city, and traders likewise find it a good time to converge. During 
the Great Prayer the monks, numbering several thousand, also 
erowd into Lhasa from the nearby monasteries. Tlie chosen body 
of monks from Drepung act as police to control the crowds, there 
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being no standing police force in Tibet, even in Lhasa. They patrol 
the streets armed with heavy staves, which they do not hesitate 
to use when necessary. 

TTiis handing over of power to Drepung also acts as a check 
on the local administration, for during those few weeks the Drepung 
authorities have absolute power, including the reversal of any legis- 
lation with which it disagrees. In point of fact the local government 
is so well constituted that the check is a nominal one, and seldom 
used. 

To clear the way when the Gyalwa Rinpochc leaves the Potala 
in procession a special guard of soldiers is used, in costumes dating 
back hundreds of years to the time of the Mogul invasions. It is 
sometimes said that nobody can ever be on a level higher than 
the Gyalwa Rinpochc. This is not so, though in audience he will 
always be seated higher than anyone else. When he makes his way 
through the streets of Lhasa people crowd into the windows of 
the houses, even climbing onto the flat roofs of tbe houses all 
along the way. 

The Lhasa Monlam, like the rest of the New Year festival, 
is a time for rejoicing everywhere. 'Ilic prayer itself is for all 
peoples on this world, that peace and prosperity, or more literally 
abundant harvests, may be theirs. It is preceded by a series of pag- 
eants, some licld in the Potala itself, which the public flock to 
see. Tlicy are performed in ancient costume, and every dance or 
play has a long tradition behind it. They are to be enjoyed just for 
the spectacle, but there is also a meaning that is recognized by all. 
Tlicrc is a fire dance, to commemorate the passing of the old year, 
the fire being used to symbolize the driving out of evil, lliere is 
a two-day pageant in which the nobles play the part of a cavalry 
regiment, representing the protectors of Tibet. They dress in chain 
mail armor of the twelfth century, and carry as weapons spears and 
bows and arrows. Tliey camp outside the city, and ride about 
amongst the crowds on the first day. Then the next day they are 
ceremonially reviewed and ride off to much noise, out of sight, to 
defend their country and people. Other spectacles are directed spe- 
cifically to the defense of Tibet against the enemies of Buddhism, 
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and toward the very end of the festival, the famous State Oracle 
arrives from Ncchung to wage such a holy war. 

During the following month there is another festival, known 
as the Lesser Prayer, or Prayer of the Assembly. It is more con- 
cerned with the welfare of Tibet than that of the world at large, 
but again largely consists of pageants depicting the expulsion of 
the forces of evil. ITiere are also prayers and services which the 
public attends no less eagerly than it does the pageants. Again 
Lhasa is invaded by thousands of pilgrin^s who were unable to 
attend the New Year festival. At the end of the month a long 
procession starts from the Temple and makes its way slowly toward 
the Potala. This is to symbolize the devotion of all people, lay and 
clergy, to the Gyalwa Rinpoche. As the procession assembles at the 
Potala a huge silken banner, delicately painted, is slowly unrolled 
until it is draped over the front face of the Potala, below the lower 
stories. The pictures, some fifty feet high, represent the truth of the 
thousand Buddhas. According to this belief a thousand Buddhas 
promised to come to save the world from disaster. Sakya Muni, the 
Gautama Buddha, was the fifth. At this moment another Buddha, 
Chamba, is ready, waiting to come when the time is right. Tlic 
banner hangs as a symbol of perpetual security, as a reminder of 
the protection extended to mankind by Chenresig, incainatc in the 
Gyalwa Rinpoche. 

The people of Lhasa no less than the pilgrims and merchants 
enjoy this festive season. There is no conscious effort to make the 
festivals religious in nature, nor to conceal their real import. By 
no means everyone knows the exact significance of every drama 
enacted, but the overall significance is known, and the festivals act 
as a reaffirmation of the cardinal beliefs of Buddhism. It is at this 
season too when the great monasteries nearby hold public examina- 
tions for their highest degrees and make the awards. 

The summer is sometimes regarded as a season given over to 
merrymaking. It is at this time that Lhasa residents flock to the 
banks of the Kyichu, boating and feasting. The parks are filled with 
holiday-makers, and the Gyalwa Rinpoche himself officially moves 
residence from the Potala to the Norbu Lingka, or Summer Palace, 
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which is in a wooded park of its own on the west side of the city. 
Again there are plays and dances, performed by both priests and 
laymen. They represent the history of Tibet from its earliest be- 
ginnings, a history in which fact intertwines with fancy, creating 
a whole that has a reality of its own. Fortune tellers and magicians, 
blatant tricksters, mingle freely with laymen and monks, plying 
their trade. As it docs with all other festivals, the Tibetan Muslim 
population of Lhasa takes part as fully as any other. 

It is a time of such boundless gaiety, with everyone dressing 
in his best clothes, putting on his finest jewelry, and setting up 
his best summer tent in a bold effort to outdo everyone else, it 
would be easy to miss the fact that no less than any other time 
of year this is also a time for special prayers and services and 
religious observances, which are attended and supported just as 
faithfully as are the picnics and boating parties. In particular this 
is a time to be charitable to the poor, so that they too can enjoy 
the season, though outside Lhasa, and perhaps one or two other 
towns, there is little real distinction between rich and poor, and 
life is far less full of spectacle. 

It would be a mistake, however, to say that the people of 
Lhasa, or any other part of Tibet, are being exceptionally virtuous 
in attending religious services during the picnic season, or in giv- 
ing alms to the poor while enjoying summer life along the Waters 
of Pleasure. It would also be a mistake to think that any Tibetan 
would see any incongruity nr hirm, in going from a service in 
Lhasa Temple to the nearest house where there was a chang-drink- 
ing party being given Nor would it be unusual to sec a pleasure- 
seeker in a boatful of revelers, quietlv counting the beads on his 
rosary. Tlie essential point again is that religious activity is as 
much a part of our life as any other activity, and religious belief 
and thought is as much a part of our thinking as is our concern 
for where our next meal is coming from. 

While not denying its spiritual aspects, Tibetan Buddhism is 
essentially a way of life, a way that we believe ensures, by following 
the middle path, a life of contentment. Pleasures and entertain- 
ments may be somewhat less plentiful and exuberant, but mis- 
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fortunes are less frequent and less painful. It is engrained in our 
very makeup that our concern should be as much for the next life 
as for this, and that this life is merely a stepping-stone. One false 
step, a single wrong turning, can turn us into unknown paths of 
darkness for countless future lives. Ultimately it is our belief that 
everyone, that all living things, shall achieve liberation. It is up to 
us to hasten the process, for others as well as for ourselves. All the 
problems and difficulties wc are likely tc come across have their 
answer in the scriptures, and it is to them that wc must turn when 
in need. Tlie study of these scriptures takes from twentj' to twenty- 
five years. All those, then, who have other work rely on the monk- 
hood for help. It is through the monkhood that the laymen can 
recognize the middle way; the monkhood guides them during life 
and after death. One of the most telling proofs of the system, if 
it can be called that, is that with the exception of the New Year 
festival in Lhasa, tlicre is no police force in Tibet— yet Tibetans 
are just as human as other people, subject to just the same tempta- 
tions and passions. There is no police foicc because there is no 
need for it; there is no need for it because there is little crime, and 
virtually none that cannot be quickly and easily settled by arbitra- 
tion. This is not due to any innate virtue but to the simple fact 
that the Tibetan people find it more agreeable and more convenient 
to be law-abiding. Their religion has shown them how to derive 
positive satisfaction from adherence to the law, and has given them 
a powerful incentive to right living, so there is no need of any 
threat or force to uphold it. 



CHAPTER FIVE 


The Kingless Age 



When Demons noise their savage cally 
Let me hear naught but the six holy sounds;* 
When blinded by rain and snow, 
by wind and dark. 

Let my eyes be touched with Wisdom, 
and unseeing, see. 

—FROM Bardo Thodol, 

"llic Path of Good Wishes^^ 


* Six sounds of the sacred Buddhist prayer: 

Aom niani padmc luim. 

The Bon version has eight syllables: 

Aom niatre miive sale du. 

In the court language of central Tibet ''padme** 
would be pronounced *'peme" and is sometimes 
printed this way in Western translations. 



A 

1 Vfter the Monkey God and the 
Mountain Ogress gave birth to their ehildren, the children divided 
and founded the six tribes, or classes of beings, which inhabit our 
land, from Gods to demons. In the middle are the humans, and 
from these the present-day Tibetans arc said to be descended. We 
know nothing about our early ancestors, except what we can tell 
from the time when Buddhism first reached Tibet, in the seventh 
Ghristian century. From then onward we have written records. The 
histories of that time, and the comments of a few earlier Chinese 
historians, tell us little more than that the Tibetans were a wild 
and fierce lot, living in tribes without any kind of kings or govern- 
ment. Tliey were hunters, living up in the mountainous heights, 
clad only in skins. 

All the earliest historic records, liowcv^er, tell us that at that 
time there was a flourishing religion called Bon, and they desciibe 
many of its rites and beliefs. Even today, in spite of the tremendous 
power of Buddhism, the Bon religion is still practiced in many parts 
of Tibet. It has changed fo^'in, in keeping with the times, but it 
can still tell us a certain amount about our past. So strong has been 
the influence of the old religion that without understanding it no 
body can expect to understand the people of Tibet today, nor their 
practice of Buddhism. 

Every traveler who has set foot in Tibet has commented cn the 
wild countryside. But no words can ever desciibe it and really con- 
vey the power it has over the human mind. One has to be there, to 
feel the height, to breathe the air, to smell the scented valleys, and 
to hear the silence*. It is a country that can be so still and quiet, 
and so beautiful, that even we w'ho have been born in it and lived 
there all our lives arc affected strongly. We do not think of it 
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as beautiful, until we are forced to leave it. But we somehow feel 
it, and feel it to be good, in those quiet moments. Just as it can 
be quiet it can also be so tumultuous that it seems as though the 
world were coming to an end. There are earthquakes that open up 
the ground to swallow whole villages; there are storms that can wash 
away hillsides in a matter of minutes, sweeping away any beings that 
have no time to find shelter. The noise of wind approaching can 
swell and surge until there is nothing but sound, all around and all 
through you. If the country is powerful in its quiet moments, it is 
something much more than powerful when it is black. It seems to 
threaten the very existence of everything that is not a part of its 
wildness. 

Living in a world like tjiis, even today, it is difficult not to be- 
come dominated by it, and in those early, eaily da)S, when man was 
alone in the face of such power, and still more defenseless than he 
is now, it is small wonder that the land itself became his ruler. Bud- 
dhism brought with it greater understanding of the world we live in, 
and the strength to combat it. Before Buddhism the early Tibetans 
had no such strength, tlieir only way lay in submission to the forces 
around them. Their beliefs were simple. Tlie forces of nature became 
Gods; mountains and risers, rocks and springs and trees all alike be- 
came the dwelling places for these Gods. I'hey were probably not 
conceived as good or bad but simply as having the power to help or 
to harm, to create or destroy. Religious practices grew up that were 
designed to secure helj) and to avert harm. A mountain or a tree 
that became recognized as the abode of one of these Gods could 
not be passed without making an offering to secure safe passage. 
High mountain passes, paths crossing the faces of sheer cliffs, places 
where sw^ollcn rivers had to be crossed, and even insignificant mounds 
of rocks all became the object, not exactly of worship, but of respect. 
They were full of potential for good or ill. 

It is not surprising then, that by the time Buddhism came and 
the first wo-iters took note of these things, they found these simple 
beliefs had developed into a cult with elaborate practices and with 
specialist shamans who spent their lives in an effort to control nature. 
It was not yet a religion, in the proper sense, for it had no monas- 
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teries, no temples, and no brotherhood of priests; there was no cen- 
tral doctrine to bind people together in a common belief. But already 
there was a common field for action. Offerings were made that would 
please the Gods, food in particular. Even stones and rocks were ac- 
ceptable, for these would supply shelter. Today there is still hardly 
a pass or a river crossing without a small mound of stones, to which 
each traveler adds his contribution, or at which he leaves a small 
offering. Few Tibetans, if any, would think of washing their hands at 
a spring, for fear of angering the spirits there; rather will they leave 
a small gift of food. 

In the same way that today as people we arc different, no longer 
hunting or fighting and no longer living a wild, rough life, so are 
our beliefs different, although wc still perform the same kind of 
religious acts performed by our ancestors, such as the making of offer- 
ings. Even the Bdnpoba, who still follow the Bon religion, and who 
follow in detail the ancient rites as prescribed by the early shamans, 
have a different interpretation. Tlic origin is one, howc\'cr. All rites 
were a recognition of some power beyond human control and an 
attempt to come to terms with that power. 

At first people made their simple offerings themselves. Some of 
them must have seemed to achieve better results than others, and 
gradually a professional class of shamans arose. At the beginning they 
probably worked independently of each other, but by the time Bud- 
dhism came to Tibet there was already established a vigorous cult 
with a common and highly elaborate ritual. 

lliere have been a number of great teachers, or Shenrah, among 
the Bdnpoba, but the first of all is said to have been Shenrab Mi- 
bochc. Some say he was a reincarnation of Buddha. Others say he 
was born at the same time as Buddha. lie traveled all over Tibet, 
working miracles in his dealings with the Gods. In particular he was 
famous for his powers ot exorcism. "I he belief had already grown up 
that the Gods were not only to be reckoned with outside the human 
body; they could also enter it and take possession of it. For this the 
only cure was cxoieism according to seciet rites, of which Shenrab 
Mibochc was in possession. Disciples followed him, and slowly the 
cult became a religion. 
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Another story tells that a certain child grew up quite normally 
until he was thirteen years old, then he was possessed by spirits 
who kept him under their power for another thirteen years. At the 
age of twenty-six he started wandering across the country, teaching 
people about the Gods, what manner of beings they arc, where they 
live, how they can be appeased and how they can be angered. At 
this time the Bon believed in three offerings, or sacrifices. There 
were sacrifices to the ancestral spirits, the High Offering. There were 
sacrifices to the family spirits, the Middle Offering. The third. Low 
Offering, was to the dead. There were specific rites for each, but the 
most important in daily life was of course the family rite, the Middle 
Offering, to the God of the family hearth, lliab Lha. He had to be 
pleased daily by offerings of butter or tsampa and eould be easily 
angered. In particular if the hearth became sullied in any way, if food 
were allowed to spill or boil over, or if dirt were allowed to enter with 
the fuel, this angeicd Tliab Lha to such an extent that misfortune 
would settle on the household until a Bon priest was called to purify 
the hearth. 

Bon had by this time clearly divided the world into three regions. 
Heaven, Earth, and the Underworld, each with its own two classes 
of beings: Gods and demigods; Humans and Animals; Hungry ghosts 
and Demons, or Hell-beings. Into these worlds all the early beliefs 
of the Bon were incorporated. Tlic underworld is peopled with 
spirits who live in water, rocks, trees, and so forth. Tlie water spirits 
are in the form, usually, of serpents, and they live at the bottoms of 
lakes, guarding secret treasures. Juniper trees are highly popular as 
abodes of certain spirits, and the tree figures not only in Bon belief 
but also in its ritual practice; the berries, wood, and small branches 
of the juniper tree are offered in sacrifices, and the berries are used 
as a narcotic to help induce trance. Some spirits held the same 
names as the mountains or rocks or waters they were believed to 
inhabit; certain forms of sickness were named after other spirits who 
were believed to cause them. These spirits were the Bonpoba*s answer 
to all unknowns. 

Tlien, all around us are Lha, temporary godly spirits who again 
are to be propitiated. They arc guardians of passes and dangerous 
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passages, and each such place is marked by a LabtsCy a mound of 
stones to which each passerby adds a stone or a prayer flag even 
today. These spirits have accumulated good deeds over the ages, and 
because of this are able and willing to help humans. 

Some spirits appear in the form of insects, and can exert malig- 
nant influences when aroused. To guard against these influences the 
old Bon devised spirit traps. These were crossed pieces of wood 
around which a whole network of colored threads was spun, forming 
very definite and complicated patterns. These were thought to attract 
the spirits and, at the same time, trap them. They are still wide- 
spread throughout Tibet. 

Although the early Bonpoba had dc\'clopcd systematic practices, 
they still had not really formed a single doctrine. ITiis early stage of 
Bon is called Dol Bon. Then during the reign of one of the first kings 
of Tibet, the Bonpoba were challenged by the king to explain their 
powers. By this time the Bon had gone beyond the performance of 
rites designed merely to please or placate the spirit world, rites to 
keep the powers of nature at a safe distance. The shamans had de- 
veloped beyond this and had begun to cultivate the same powers for 
their own use Long aware that humans could be possessed by these 
powers in unguarded moments, the shamans designed rites to exorcise 
those spirits, spirits which caused sickness and iiisanit}\ I’he rites in 
themselves demonstrated a power of tlicii own, so now the shamans 
began to invite possession of their own bodies. Plainly this was a 
highly dangerous undertaking, ^nd the ritual had to be correspond- 
ingly elaborate. The slightest mistake could bring disaster on the 
practitioner, and there are countless examples of those who have 
fallen victim to the power they courterh becoming insane or fatally 
sick. It was a logical development, however, once man began to learn 
how to deal with the spirit world, and properly conducted, it biought 
to man the powers he had formerly sought only to fight. 

In answer to the king's challenge, three leading exponents ar- 
rived to demonstrate their respective poweis. The story goes that the 
first one performed rites to the Fire God, then sitting on his sacred 
drum he rode into the sky where he discovered hidden things. 
Another performed a rite which gave him the power to cut iron with 
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a feather. In this way he divided good from bad. The third repaired 
to a cemetery with evil spirits and demonstrated his mastery over 
them by the use of magical knives. 

This formed the second of the three stages of Bon development, 
a stage at which Bon rites were still characterized by blood sacrifices, 
described in some detail by Chinese observers. Sheep, dogs and 
monkeys were the victims in the lesser sacrifices, but in the great 
sacrifice held every three years horses, donkeys and human beings 
were offered to the Gods of the three regions. ITie rite involved dis- 
emboweling and the scattering of blood into the air. Details of these 
rites survive and they are still practiced, though with symbolic sacri- 
fice, even within the Buddhism that fought so hard to suppress them. 

The original Bon concern with death lay in preventing the re- 
turn of the dead, and the ritual was directed to this end. But as the 
notion of rebirth crept in, the burial rites took on a different signifi- 
cance. Unlike modern Buddhism, the Bon did not offer the bodies 
of the dead in sacrifice to other living beings; if anything it sought 
to preserve the body. Other rites began to appear (and perhaps they 
were as heretical then as tliey arc now), rites that sought to prolong 
the life of the practitioner by extracting the life force from a living 
human. Tliis almost certainly was a debasement, for however primi- 
tive the early Bonpoba may a]>pcar, their efforts were at least directed 
toward the safety and betterment of mankind as a whole and not just 
for their own benefit. 

The death rite became more than a protective ritual, it became 
part of an elaborate ceremony to ensure proper rebirth. Buddhists 
today in Tibet burn effigies in ritual exorcisms such as the driving out 
of the Gods of Evil with the passing of the old year, one of the 
major events of the Lhasa Monlam, but practiced throughout the 
country. It can only be said that it is almost identical with the Bon 
custom of making an effigy of the dead person using rice paper for 
the face. It is a rite full of symbolism and it culminates in the burn- 
ing of the effigy, having first endowed it with all the bad deeds of the 
dead person. In this way the dead person is enabled to escape the 
consequences of his actions. The thought is Bon, but who borrowed 
the ritual from whom we do not know. When Buddhism arrived in 
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Tibet there was a great deal of mixture of Buddhist and Bon prac- 
tices. Bon was too deeply in the nature of the people for them to rid 
themselves of it, no matter how faithfully they took to the new 
religion. While Buddhism was ready to incorporate some of the old 
Bon practices and adopt some of their beliefs, they rejected and 
outlawed others. At the same time the Buddhist teachers jealously 
guarded certain of their own scriptures for fear of the perversion they 
would suffer at the hands of the Bon. 

The third stage of Bon religion is marked by the emergence of 
a Bon sacred literature. This stage is known as Gym Bon. But since 
writing only came to Tibet with Buddhism, it is often difficult to say 
which scriptures arc genuinely Bon, and which are derivations of 
stolen Buddhist scriptures. It is possible that the bulk were taken 
from Buddhism, carefully disguised and adapted to suit the purposes 
and faith of the Bonpoba. Since Buddhism was trying so hard to 
suppress the Bon religion, such genuine Bon scriptures as came to be 
written down were written in secret and concealed. Tlicrc is a tradi- 
tion that many of them still remain concealed today, and from 
time to time they arc '‘discovered.'' Usually the discovery is of a 
relatively new manuscript, alleged to have been copied from the 
original. "Hiis is in accordance with the Bon teachings that from 
time to time teachers will come back to take the teachings out of 
hiding and spread them once again among the people. But it also 
makes it easy for any unscrupulous person to trv and put oxer what- 
ever he wishes in the guise ot being one of these teaehers. 

The three texts known together as the Khar Bern, arc almost 
certainly translations of Buddhist texts made by the Bonpoba for 
their own ends. Tlic first was a translation made by Shamtab 
Ngongpo. Having hidden them in an appropriate place, he then “dis- 
covered" them and began to teach from them as though they were 
original Bon teachings. Tlic second translation was made in the 
reign of King Trisong Detsan, a king who in his missionary zeal 
made a law that all Tibetans must accf'pt Buddhism. One scholar, 
Gyalwa Changchob, refused, and was punished. In retaliation Gyalwa 
Changchbb secretly worked with the Bonpoba on further transla- 
tions of Buddhist texts. These had to be hidden, for the King 
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issued an order that any person found working on such translations 
would be killed. These works were later known as Bon Terma. 

The last of the three translations was in the time of a king, 
Lang Darma, who was himself a practicing Bon, during a period of 
great anti-Buddhist activity. At this time Shegur Luga called together 
all Bonpoba to a place called Taryul Drolag, for the translations of 
as many texts as possible. In translation the names were changed, 
and so were some of the meanings. The Yum Gyeba became the 
Kham Chen; the Yum Nyishu Ngapa became the Kham Chung; 
and so with many others. These two were both hidden and later 
produced as genuine Bon scriptures. 

Translations such as these were not so dangerous since the 
teaching under the Bon remained basically the same as the Buddhist 
original. Tliey taught the impermanence of existence, punishment 
for bad deeds or thoughts, the six virtues, the six ways of salvation, 
the ten stages of perfection of a Changchub Sempa, and the three 
personal existences of a Buddha. But other teachings that came with 
Buddhism into Tibet, the tantric teachings of the saint, Padmasam- 
bhava, or Guru Rinpoclie as we call him, were open to great abuse, 
and it was these teachings that the Buddhists wished to keep out of 
Bon hands. 

Tantricism is a belief in the powers of nature that can produce 
life and death in all beings and things. Tliis power is associated 
with the principle of male conjunction with female. But there is 
one school of tantricism. the ImtiiM school, which adds the second 
principle of preservation and destruction. Most say this began in 
India as the Kalachakra school, but some think that it may have 
had its own origins in Tibet, among the Bon, for legend has it that 
Lam^d arose in Shambhala, a mysterious citadel somewhere in the 
farthest north. One of the most powerful strongholds of the Bon reli- 
gion has always been Shang Shiing, about a hundred miles north 
of Lhasa. 

However that may be, the Bon certainly elaborated a system of 
mild and wrathful Gods. These did not and still do not imply that 
they are good and evil Gods. Tibetan Buddhists regard these Gods, 
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which they freely adopted from Hinduism as well as from Bon 
beliefs, merely as devices that can help the process of meditation. 
Whatever reality they have is in our own minds, and nowhere else. 
The Bon tenets developed much closer to the early animist beliefs, 
though, in which these Gods were very real, however intangible. 
Even so, they were still neither good nor evil. Tlicy were powerful, 
and that power could, from a human point of view, cither help or 
harm. It was common for a single deity to ha\'C two aspects. Under 
the one he was beneficent, under the other malignant. Which 
aspect showed itself depended upon the individual and his attitude 
to that God. Appropriate ritual could ensure the help of both 
aspects; in his beneficent aspect a God could help the human suppli- 
cant; in his malignant aspect the same God could continue to help 
that supplicant by the d'^stiuction of harmful forces. Again the rites 
frequently involved the possession of the priest, or shaman, by the 
deity. During this possession cither the desired results were achieved, 
or it was revealed to the priest just how thev would be achic\'cd. 

Probably the height of this kind of cnlt is best seen in a rite 
called Chad. The place in which the shaman has to enact the rite is 
specified as being a place inhabited by demons. Ic can be a cemetery, 
a place where corpses arc cut up, cremation grounds, or other places 
recognized as the haunt of demons. The rite virtually attempts a 
great purification in which the shaman takes into his own being 
all the evil around him, all the accumulated bad deeds of others as 
well as his own, then by offer;: .g his own life in a supreme sacrifice 
he purges others as well as himself. The sacrifice is symbolic (though 
what it used to be we cannot tell), but even so the rite courts such 
appalling disaster, inviting into the actor’s being all the forces of 
evil, that the slightest hesitation or doubt on his part can bring 
death or insanity\ Chod must only be undertaken after long and 
intensive training, in which the actual steps in the rite are learned 
until they arc second nature. The dance that is an integral part of 
the rite is not only symbolic; it also heichtens and maintains the 
physical condition of the shaman at a level at which it can with- 
stand the forces entering his body. Ilis mind similarly has to be forti- 
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fied and his whole being purified before he can attempt the rite. The 
rite ends when having conjured up in his mind all the demons of 
hell, the shaman— wielding his ritual knife, the Phurbu— sees his exe- 
cutioner approach to cut off his head and, as in the oldest of sacri- 
fices, disembowel him and cast his entrails out and throw the blood 
into the air. If this final vision becomes a reality in the mind of the 
shaman, he is in fact liable to lose his reason, if not his life. 

Tliis ancient rite has a curious parallel as described by the 
traveler, the Lazarist priest M. Hue, who was making his way from 
Peking to Lhasa in the year 1845-46. lie was passing through southern 
Mongolia when his part}' met a crowd of pilgrims making their way 
to the monastery of Rachc Tchurin. They inquired of a monk the 
reason, and he expressed surprise that they did not know. The next 
day there was to be a great feast during which the powerful Boktei 
Rinpoche was '*to manifest his power; kill himself, yet not die."' 
Hue did not attend the ceremony, but he gives a description of it as 
he heard it. The similarities with the early forms of Bon are un- 
mistakable, and this is one of the areas where the Bonpoba have 
survived least affected b\ Buddhism His description is worth giving: 

A Lama* was to cut himself open, take out his entrails, and 
place them before him, and then resume his previous condition. 
This spectacle, so cruel and disgusting, is very common in the 
Lamaseries of Tartarv. ITie Bokte who is to manifest his power, 
as the Mongols plirasc it, prepares himself for the formidable 
operation by many days' fasting and prayer, pending which he 
must abstain from all communication whatever with mankind, 
and observe the most absolute silence. When the appointed day 
is come, the multitude of pilgrims assemble in the great court 
of the Lamasery, where an altar is raised in front of the Temple 
gate. At length the Bokte appears. He advances gravely, amid 

* The term **lama*' merely means **teacher'* — a lama need not necessarily 
even be a monk. The terms ''lamaism!* and '*lamasery” then are meaningless, 
having no religious significance, and when Western writers use **lama** they 
generally mean ''monk." 
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the acclamations of the crowd, seats himself upon the altar, and 
takes from his girdle a large knife which he places upon his 
knees. At his feet, numerous Lamas, ranged in a circle, com- 
mence the terrible invocations of this frightful ceremony. As the 
recitation of the prayers proceeds, you see the Boktfe trembling 
in every limb, and gradually working himself up into phrenetic 
convulsions. The Lamas themselves become excited; their voices 
are raised; their song observes no order, and at last becomes a 
mere confusion of yelling and outcry. Then the Bokte suddenly 
throws aside the scarf which envelops him, unfastens his girdle, 
and, seizing the sacred knife, slits open his stomach, in one long 
cut. While the blood flows in every direction, the multitude 
prostrate themselves before the terrible spectacle, and the enthu- 
siast is interrogated about all sorts of hidden things, as to future 
events, as to the destiny of certain personages. The replies of the 
Boktd to all these questions are regarded by everybedv as oracles. 

When the devout curiosity of the numerous pilgrims is 
satisfied, the Lamas resume, but now calmly and gravely, the 
recitation of their prayers. The Bokte takes, in his right hand, 
blood from his wound, raises it to his mouth, breathes thrice 
upon it, and then throws it into the air with loud cries. He next 
passes his hand rapidly over his wound, doses it, and everything, 
after a while, resumes its pristine condition, no trace remaining 
of the diabolical operation, except extreme prostration. The 
Bokte once more rolls I s scarf round him, recites in a low 
voice a short prayer; then all is over, and the multitude disperse, 
with the exception of a few of t^^e especially devout, who re- 
main to contemplate and to adore the blood-stained altar which 
the saint has quitted. 

These horrible ceremonies are of frequent occurrence in the 
great Lamaseries of Tartary and Tliibet, and we do not believe 
that there is any trick or deception about them; for, from all 
we have seen and heard among idolatrous nations, we are per- 
suaded that the devil has a great deal to do with the matter; 
and, moreover, our impression that there is no trick in the opera- 
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tion is fortified by the opinion of the most intelligent and most 
upright Buddhists whom we have met in the numerous Lama- 
series we visited.* 

The essentials are there, but the purpose has changed. It is no 
longer held in a place inhabited by demons, for one thing, and it 
seems more designed as a proof of supernatural power than anything 
else, something far removed from the original notion of self-sacrifice, 
the original aim of ritual in bringing the practitioner face to face 
with stark reality, with the raw power of life and death. In Tibet, 
now, Shenrab Miboche is worshiped by the Bon much as Guru 
Rinpoche is by the Buddhists. White Bon, which has taken pains to 
come as close as possible to Buddhism, even claims that Guru Rin- 
poche was born not of a lotus, as the Hindus claim, but as a man, and 
a Bon, in Shang Shung. White Bonpoba teach mystic contemplation, 
meditation, and the performance of correct ritual and the leading 
of a correct life. They also have scriptures like their Kyeddzog 
which teach tantric practices of possession and exorcism. It was tan- 
tricism that made it easy for Buddhism and the Bon religion to 
come to terms with each other. 

There is a sect called Black Bon, however, which seeks to throw 
off the refinements and moderating influence of Buddhism, and 
which still practices rites relating to basic primal powers. During the 
reign of the last Gyalwa Rinpoche, the thirteenth, an edict had to 
be issued against the Black Bonpoba who were terrifying certain 
villages with their practices. 

We believe that there are powers such as those that the Bonpoba 
bring into their own bodies, but we believe that such practices are 
not for us. ITiey can do great harm not only to a practitioner, but 
to others as well, and are best left alone. If a man wants to study 
these scriptures and practice these rites, he must do so alone. In 
my own sect, the Yellow Hat or Gelukpa sect, anyone found practic- 
ing rites of this kind would be expelled. Yet we ourselves retain a 

* M. Hue, Travels in Tartary, Thibet, and China During the Years 1844- 
5-6, 2nd ed. (London, National Illustrated Library, n.d.), Vol. I, pp. I9J-92. 
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symbolic version, for there is much good in the thought that lies 
behind the Bon practices. While they are concerned with driving 
out the dark powers, however, wc are concerned with seeking the 
help of Buddha. 

We have exorcisms, symbolic ones, in which symbols arc written 
on a piece of paper; all evil is invoked and commanded to enter the 
paper which is then burned. Sometimes it is done with the burning of 
an efRgy representing evil. But we belicA^e the power of such per- 
formances is in our minds, and the evil that exists, and must be 
driven out, lies there. Our faith in the Buddha and his teachings is 
the fire that alone can drive out that evil. Tlie Bon believe that fire 
in itself, properly conjured, has the power to destroy evil. Tlicy still 
practice rites, as perhaps do some tantiic Buddhists, in which the 
priest wages war against evil, using fire as his weapon. Tlicy say that 
if the evil is too strong, it can take control of the fire and harm the 
priest. Or if the priest does not succeed in his cxorcispi, and the evil 
is not destroyed, it will later seek him out. I have known of cases 
where after such an unsuccessful c.xorcism the priest himself has 
sickened, or died, or fallen from his horse. Who is to know if this is 
because he himself had become possessed by the evil he tailed to 
destroy, as many say, or if it is otherwise? I do not know. Nor have I 
actually seen such exorcisms where fire is used like this. 

We Buddhists believe that the Bon religion is quite separate 
from our own, because however similar it seems, the Bonpoba do not 
recognize our Buddha, whe as Gautama, or Sakya Muni. Yet our 
way ot life is much the same, there is no way of telling whether a 
man is a Bonpoba or a Buddhist when vou meet him. His clothes, his 
manner of speech, his behavior, all a^c the same as our own. Inside 
his house the altar might be a little different. Instead of an image 
of Buddha there v/ould be an image of Shenrab Miboche. Their 
great ngagy or prayer, is diffcrcnl from ours. Instead of ‘‘Aom 
Mani Padme Hum,'’ they pray “Aom Matre Muye Sale Du.” 

Where my home used to be, in Anido, we did not have many 
Bon followers, but we offered them the same respect wc would have 
offered to anyone. If a Bon came to our region and needed food 
and shelter we would give him food and shelter just as though he were 
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a Buddhist traveler in the same need. We treat monks with more 
respect than laymen, but that would apply if a Bon priest were to 
come to our home as much as a Buddhist monk. We say our prayers 
in the morning and evening, so a traveler taking a midday meal with 
us would not be expected to join in any prayers. Nor would he be 
expected to join the family prayers, though if he wanted to he could. 
A monk might oflFer a prayer before a meal, but we would be just as 
happy if a Bon priest offered a prayer or attended our family service. 
When as a monk myself I was among the nomads in Chamri, I 
knew a Bon priest who used to come to my place and pray, and I 
used to visit him. He also visited many Buddhist temples, giving 
donations, joining in their prayers, even giving advice and help. In 
Yatung I visited the Bon monastery there; even the Gyalwa Rin- 
poche himself has visited it and given donations. 

I know two Bonpoba priests, both from Amdo, in the east. 
They studied first at the important Bon monasteries in western Tibet: 
Rala Yundrun, near Rong, and Thobgyal Drutsang Con. Bon stu- 
dents from all over Tibet, from two thousand miles away, come to 
study at these monasteries. They were founded in the early eleventh 
century. But these two Bon priests had also studied later at Drepung, 
one of the three major Celukpa monasteries at Lhasa; yet it is the 
Celukpa who more than any have tried to purge Buddhism of Bon 
practices. I do not think we would ever try to convert anyone, how- 
ever much we disagreed with their beliefs, for we feel that true con- 
version can only come if the person himself wants it enough to seek 
it. We would not go out to seek converts, though we might hope that 
in our wanderings and through our teachings and by our way of life 
we might encourage others to join the faith. 

The Bon monasteries and priesthood that exist now are cer- 
tainly modeled after the Tibetan Buddhist system. Each monastery 
is organized in just the same way, and each monk has to take exactly 
the same number of vows, two hundred and fifty-three. The only 
difference lies in the nature of some of the vows. For one thing the 
vow of chastity is different since the Bon priests may marry. 'Fhe 
Bon people are represented in the government, and the government 
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recognizes the Bon monasteries and gives them large grants just as 
it does to any other monasteries. 

As to the existence of spirits and powers outside our mind, I 
myself do not know. There are some places that seem to have a power 
of their own, and they affect most people the same way. Some places 
make you feel good, some make you feel bad. When I am in Tibet 
I never want to leave; I want to stay there always; I always feel good. 

I once visited the oracle lake at Chu Khor gyal. It is always 
consulted concerning the rebirth of a Gyalwa Rinpoche and is the 
abode of his protectress, the Goddess Pandan Lhamo. The lake is 
named Lhamo Lamtso, and to reach it I had to climb up over a high 
pass that was covered with thick snow. It was terribly cold. Above the 
pass the mountains went up like giant staircases, all of red rock, too 
steep for snow to settle, bare even of a blade of grass. The mountains 
seem to close right in over you, and it is unlike any other place I 
have seen. Then, over the other side, is the lake. I had expected 1 
would like it there, but when I arrived at the lakeside I found some- 
thing made me feel very strange. It was not simply that I did not 
like being there— there was a feeling of some kind of power I did 
not understand. I did not feel warm and comfortable as I used to in 
Lhasa, when every morning I would go to the Temple and offer my 
butter lamps and incense. 

Then there are many places I have passed when on pilgrimage 
which are believed to be haunted by ghosts. I was never worried 
about them, because I have prayers to protect me. There is one place 
on the trail from India, near Jelup-la, where a Mongolian monk 
died. It is said he haunts the place and insists that travelers get down 
from their horses and walk past the spot. Some travelers even make 
offerings of their horses to make sure they pass safely. Many people 
who have tried to ride past have fallen or had accidents. They say 
the ghost of the monk threw them from their horses. The only time 
anything like this happened to me was in my house at Drepung 
Monastery, in Lhasa. On the first floor there is a door, and as you 
come through it there is another door with stone steps leading down 
to the basement. It is believed that there is a ghost there that wants 
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a human body. When it is dark nobody will go near the place. They 
say that anyone passing by after dark will be pushed down the stairs. 
I was just passing by, once, when all of a sudden I simply fell down 
the stairs. I do not know, honestly, whether I was pushed or not. All 
I know was that I had no reason to fall, I was not afraid of ghosts 
and never have been, but 1 fell. 

If we do not understand something, we should say so. Because 
we cannot understand it, there is no reason to say that it does not 
exist. Few of us indeed reach the state of perfect knowledge; most of 
us live many lives in ignorance, though with good deeds the ignorance 
grows less each time. We should keep our minds open and allow 
others their beliefs while holding to our own and all the time we 
should strive for knowledge. It is a long and arduous path, but ever}’ 
step brings fresh strength and comfort. We believe that though there 
arc short cuts, such as tantric practice liberation still has to be won 
step by step. Tliat is the great difference perhaps, apart from the 
belief in the Buddha himself, between us Buddhists in 'I’lbct and the 
Bonpoba. They too arc striving for liberation, but they are impatient 
for it. 'Iliey seek short cuts and they seek to escape the results of their 
deeds. Tliey play with powers which they claim to exist outside their 
bodies but which we hold to be of no concern to us. Sometimes they 
only achieve their own destruction, but who is to deny that some- 
times they too achieve liberation? 



CHAPTER SIX 


The Tirst Light 



In Khabachen they found him, in the Land 
of Snows; 

Before the days of Kings, 

Before the people knew the Lord Gautama: 

In the mountains to the south they 
found him, 

A man, strange and wonderful. 

They asked his name. 

‘‘I’san po*' he replied, ‘Tfte Great One'* it 
seemed he said. 

The people asked whence he came. 

With upward pointing finger Tsan-po replied, 

But his voice was mere noise. 

No more could he be understood. 

Four strong men made a throne of wood. 

On this throne, upon their backs, they 
carried Tsan p*\ 

They carried him into Khabachen, as 
theirs. 

Believing he of the upward-pointed finger 
to have been sent, 

Come from the sky to be their king. 

—FROM Buston Choshbyung 



w have no idea of the date, from 
records, but since this, our first king, was followed by more than 
thirty other kings to the time of the great Srontsan Gampo, we can 
gress that he came into our land some time about the first Christian 
century. He was called ''Nyatri Tsanpo,” meaning “He who was 
carried in victory upon the back.'’ Tlic stories that have been handed 
down say that he wa*^ fair and beautiful, but who he was> nobody 
knows. Some say he was a criminal who had been exiled from India. 
Others say he was from a branch of the royal Sakya^line, the family 
that six or seven hundred years earlier had given birth to Gautama 
the Buddha. It was at a time when there were no priests in Tibet, 
and eertainly no kings. The people were Bon, and the only other 
thing we are told is that Nyatri Tsanpo was made a member of the 
Bon faith. 

It is also said that the Bon religion itself really began six genera- 
tions later. There is a separate story that until this generation Nyatri 
Tsanpo's descendents, like himself, did not die. It is believed that 
he had come from the sky, using some kind of rope ladder, and by 
this way left the earth again. So it was that neither Nyatri Tsanpo 
nor the six kings who followed him, left behind any mortal remains. 
The eighth king, Grigrum, had an argument with one of his ministers, 
who made magic against him and caused him to cut the ladder 
connecting Heaven and Earth. In this way he became subject to 
death, and had to devise other ways of effecting a safe return to 
Heaven following his death. It is from this time that many Bonpoba 
date the beginnings of a single central body of ritual, so much of 
which concerns death and the forces which determine it. 

There was a rival king who also had heavenly origin, who came 
to the people of eastern Tibet, in the country of Ling. His coming is 
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also associated with the beginnings of Bon religion, and Ling itself 
is not many miles from the place where the traveler Hue recorded 
his notes on the ancient Bon rite of symbolic death. The story of this 
King is contained in some of the oldest records we have in Tibet, 
dating from the seventh century. They make no mention of Nyatii 
Tsanpo, only of Pu Gye which means "'Hairy Prince.'' Tlie story is 
that the people of this remote district, having no king, went to their 
sacred mountain and invoked the Gods, to ask their help. One came 
in the form of a great bird. The people caught the bird and refused 
to let him return until he made a promise that he would send his 
own son to be their king. 

Tlic son was duly sent, and he announced himself to the people 
by dancing for them day and iiiglit. But since his body was all 
covered with hair, people thought he could not possibly be the son 
of their God. In despair he returned to Heaven and told his father 
that the people would not rccogni/c him. Next he was sent again 
in the form of the son of a poor peasant w'oman. Now he soon 
proved himself, b) fighting rather than dancing, and he has been 
revered ever since as one of Tibet’s great heroes. Amongst the exploits 
recorded in these early documents arc the wars that Pu Gye, or 
Kesar as he is also kiiovMi, waged against China, and his great 
feats of exorcism, driving out the many devils he found there. It is 
true, it so happens, that although Buddhism came to China before 
it came to Tibet, China from the earliest times respected the religious 
teachers of Tibet It is also true, and the story of Pu Gye reminds 
us of the fact, that the carh I’ibetans were a warlike people, feared 
by all their neighbors, Tlicy carried on successful wars against China 
up to the time of their conversion to Buddhism, when a sudden 
change came over the people. It must be one of the most dramatic 
and remarkable of historical facts for a war-loving and war-waging 
people to become so peace-loving in a few short years. Although the 
Tibetan people long ago lost the art of making war, together with 
the taste for it, they have never lost their love of the legends of those 
glorious days, however much they prefer to be the way they arc. 

Some time after Grigrum cut the celestial ladder, there came a 
mortal king whom we call Lhato Thori, King Powerful Delicate 
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Tower. Like the other kings, he was a warrior, but also given to 
moments of quietness. One day he was up on the roof of his palace 
when out of the sky came a great casket, which landed at his feet and 
proved to contain religious books, a model of a golden tomb, and the 
six sacred syllables that make up the Tibetan prayer of everlasting 
truth. The King summoned his ministers, but as none of them could 
read they had no idea of what was contained in the books. Today we 
claim they were Buddhist scriptures, while the Biuipoba claim 
they were Bon scriptures. In any case, the King recognized that such 
a gift from the heavens was plainly auspicious; he put the casket 
a'vay safely and worshiped the books daily, though he had no idea 
of their content. One legend says that he thus prolonged his life 
from sixty to twice sixty j ears. The King named the books Nyanpo 
Sangbd, meaning ''Hidden Greatness."' \Vc now rccognvc these 
scriptures to be the Buddhist Dimkong Shakgyapa. 

Shortly after beginning his worship of the .^books, the first 
religious worship, we say, ever to have been offered in 1'ibet, King 
Lhato Thori had a dream. In the dream the Buddha appeared to 
him and told him tiiat the secret ot the books was not to be revealed 
to him, but in five generations time a stranger would conic to the 
land and would explain the text to the people, and unlock the secret 
of the gift. 

Yet another miracle was to happen, for when one of Lhato 
Thori's sons, born in blindness, became king, he also worshiped the 
books. One day he stood l>v a palace window, hiaving completed his 
devotions, wdicn he was suddenly blessed with sight. In front of him 
he saw the mountains, and white sheep running across the moun- 
tains. lie is known to us by the nime he then took, "Sec White 
Mountain-Sheep." 

These kings were all centered in the southern province of Yar- 
lung, which touches on the border of Bhutan, and they were all 
followers of Bon practices. Already an impt'ftant new element had 
been brought into that faith: worship Far from becoming less war- 
like, however, the kings continued to expand their realm of control 
until they formed the most powerful kingdom Tibet had yet 
known. Four generations after Lhato lliori began his worship of the 
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scriptures, King Namri Srongtsan united the whole of Tibet, some 
thousand miles across, and achieved such a reputation that even the 
Chinese feared him for his courage and for the strength and success 
of his armies. Tibet was now ready to take the next step. Having 
welded itself into a powerful, if rude, kingdom, it was ready to open 
relations with neighboring powers. The Tibetans recognized that they 
still lacked the developed culture that they found in China to the 
east and in India to the south, and they proved more than willing to 
learn. But while they adopted almost everything in the way of ma- 
terial culture from China, they turned to India for learning. 

In the second decade of the seventh century there ascended to 
the throne the fifth successor to Lhato Thori. On accession he re- 
ceived the name Srontsan Gampo, meaning ‘'he who is powerful, 
just, and profound.” Like his forefathers, Srontsan Gampo was a 
practicing Bon, but nonetheless he fulfilled the prophecy that under- 
standing would be brought during the fifth generation. So that the 
Nyanpo Sangbay the books of “hidden greatness,” could be translated 
into Tibetan, he sent one of his ministers Thonmi Sambhota with 
sixteen students to India. Tlie students traveled all over, studying 
under various great teachers, Buddhist and Hindu. Thonmi Samb- 
hota himself worked mainly in Kashmir. In the end he was the only 
one left alive, the others falling sick in the low altitudes and 
oppressive heat of the country. 

Eventually the minister returned to Tibet, and there made use 
of all he had learned to devise a script of thirty characters, based 
largely on the Kashmiri sharada alphabet, and on the classical nagri 
script, making changes to suit the different phonetics of the Tibetan 
language. This done, Thonmi Sambhota then gathered students and 
scholars around him and set to work translating divers scriptures, 
Hindu and Buddhist, into Tibetan. The scriptures appealed to 
Srontsan Gampo, who studied them carefully, though he remained 
a Bonpoba for the time. He had meanwhile been seeing effectively 
to the material advancement of his country. 

He proceeded with the military campaigns that had become 
traditional to Tibetan kings, and finding the ancestral capital in 
Yarlung too remote from the center of the newly united nation, he 
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moved to Lhasa and there built himself a comparatively modest fort 
on the top of the Red Hill, Marpori, the exact site of the future 
Potala. Until recently, in the modern Potala, there used to be a 
painting of Srontsan Gampo's fortress. From this central vantage 
point he was able to push his conquests further, and maintain control 
over what he already held. He was astute enough to recognize the 
value of a political marriage, so he allied himself in this way first with 
Nepal. The Princess Bhrikuti was a devout Buddhist who brought 
with her as part of her dowry several valuable Buddhist images. To- 
gether they built a great temple to house the images, the Tsulag 
Khang, which stands today in the middle of the city of Lhasa that has 
grown up around it, and the temple is known as the Jo Khang, the 
House of the Lord. Its original name meant ‘'House of Wisdom,'' 
peihaps a concession to the fact that the Bonpoba were already 
becoming a little restive at these foreign influences. Nepalese archi- 
tects and builders and all the necessary craftsmen ..were sent from 
Nepal for the work on the temple, the first to be built in I’ibet. 

Not yet satisfied, Srontsan Gampo next turned his attention to 
China, which at first proved less ready to accept his request, couched 
more in the terms of a demand, for the hand of a Chinese princess. 
Angered at the refusal, Srontsan Gampo began a military campaign, 
the might of which quickly persuaded the Chinese Emperor T'ai 
Tsung to change his mind. Now Srontsan sent an envoy, called 
Garpa, and Garpa negotiated ably for the hand of the Princess 
Wong Shen Konjo from the Imperal family itself and, again, a 
devout Buddhist. 

In his negotiations with the King of Nepal for the hand of 
Bhrikuti, Srontsan Gampo had stated quite plainly that be was not a 
Buddhist, and did not practice the ten virtues, but that if the King 
so desired he would adopt the ten virtues and would fuither the 
cause of Buddhism with all his might. He had already made a start 
with an elaborate temple-building program, and with the translations 
of Buddhist scriptures. All this sbll did not quite convince T'ai 
Tsung that so valuable a princess should be given to a mere barbarian, 
even a powerful one. He agreed reluctantly to Garpa's insistence, in 
the end, on the condition that Garpa himself could pass four tests. 
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the fourth being the selection of the Princess from among a large 
number of beautiful girls all dressed exactly alike. 

The first test involved a hundred marcs and a hundred small 
foals. The mares and foals were kept separately, on either side of a 
wall. Garpa had to reassemble them, each marc with its foal. Garpa 
found this easy enough; he merely opened a door in the wall, and 
all the foals went straight to their mothers. 

The next test was for Garpa to find hr way back, without mak- 
ing a single mistake, to a room in which he had spent only one night, 
in a house where all the rooms looked alike. lie was brought to the 
room in the dark and led away early in the morning. Before leaving, 
however, Garpa left a small stick of incense burning, and this led 
him back to his own room. 

For the third test Srontsan*s cnvo\ was given a coral bead 
through which ran a twisting, crooked and tiny hole The test was to 
thread it. Even this presented little difficulty to the envoy, who 
tied the thread to the leg of an ant and let the ant pull the thread 
through the coral bead. 

The last test was more difficult, for Garpa had never seen the 
Princess, and could not see how he was going to detect her. He ap- 
proached a maidservant of the Princess, but she said she would 
surely be overheard if she told him, since the Emperor's astrologers 
were expecting some such move. They cveutually agreed to a ruse, 
and later on met quite openly by a stream, Garpa on one side of it, 
the maidservant on the other. The maidservant had discovered a 
way of recognizing the Princess, and Garpa had prepared himself to 
fool the astrologer. lie wore a monkey mask, and held a long piece 
of bamboo to his mouth. Across the stream they talked through the 
bamboo tube. Tlic Emperor saw this and thought it strange but 
suspected nothing. Tlic maidservant told Garpa that all the girls 
would be wearing flowers in their hair, but only the Princess would 
wear real flowers. When Garpa appeared for the test, then, he looked 
to see where the bees went, and by following them found the real 
princess. 

lake Bhrikuti, the Princess Wong Shen Konjo brought sacred 
images with her, at least one of which survives in Lhasa today in 
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the great Temple. The building of this Temple, the first place of 
Buddhist worship in Tibet, is the subject of many persistent stories 
that at one time there used to be a vast underground lake beneath the 
site, a lake the size of an ocean. When Srontsan Gampo and his 
Nepalese Princess began work, every structure that was ereeted col- 
lapsed long before completion for no apparent reason. Consulting an 
oracle the King learned that the secret was held by an old sage who 
lived somewhere in the east On this slender information King 
Srontsan sent out search parties to cover the whole of the eastern 
part of Tibet. All returned having failed but one. lie himself was 
returning from Aindo when a misfortune befell him; the girth of 
his saddle broke. 

Nearby w^as a small hut on the edge of a pond, and inside was an 
old blind man. Tlie King’s messenger explained his misfortune, and 
the old man told him to look around, that there was a spare strap 
somew'hcrc, to which he was w’cleome. Wniilc looking, the messenger, 
himself a lama, or teacher, but wishing to maintain his quest a secret, 
announced that he was a teacher from the east, on pilgrimage. Tlic 
old man said how fortunate he was, for the finest temples w'ere all 
in the east, lire people westward, in the Land of the Snows, would 
never be able to build such fine monuments. Even at this moment 
they were trying, he said, but they did not know that beneath the 
sit(‘ of their temple lay a great ocean. He hastened to sw^car the 
messenger to secrecy, saying that an ancient sjrell told that as soon as 
a teacher from Tibet came to know the secret, the hidden waters 
would leave and flood the ver) site on which they stood. 'TTie tiny 
pond itself was connected, he said, to that great lake. 

Hearing this the messenger lca))cd on his horse, telling the old 
man to save himself, for he had just revealed the secret to a Tibetan 
teacher. He rode off toward Lhasa as fast as he could. The old man’s 
cries brought his son running, and in dismay the old man told his 
son to pursue a stranger from Tibet and kill him, for he had halted 
to repair a saddle strap and had ridden off having stolen his secret. 
But the word for ‘"secret” is the same as that for ""strap,” and the 
son thought his old father had gone out of his senses to demand the 
death of a man for so small an offense as the theft of a strap. But 
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his father was adamant, and the son rode off. On overtaking the 
teacher the youth apologized and explained that his father had been 
much upset at the loss of the strap, and had even urged him to 
commit murder to retrieve it, but that he must be out of his senses 
so would the venerable lama mind returning the strap for the 
comfort of the old man’s mind? The teacher readily agreed, gave 
back the strap, and using his own belt to fasten the saddle continued 
on his way. 

When the boy got back and told the old man what he had 
done, the old man saw that all was lost. He told the boy to fly and 
to save himself. He lay down on the floor of his hut and waited. At 
just this time the people of Lhasa were alarmed by the most dreadful 
noises from far below the surface of the earth and by much trembling 
and shaking. Soon the noises subsided and all was quiet again. But 
out in the east the little pond suddenly shuddered, great waves ap- 
peared, and it rapidly began to flood its banks. The old man and 
many others who had not heeded his warning were drowned. The 
waters spread foi a hundred miles. They are now known as the Koko 
Nor, or Blue Lake. 

The messenger, on returning to Lhasa and being told about 
the strange noise, knew that the old man had told the truth. He 
informed Srontsan Gampo, who once again began work on the 
temple. This time the ground was firm, and the Temple has stood 
there ever since. 

'^Fhe King was not content with the mere building of temples, 
however. He studied under Tlionmi Sambhota, and became such a 
proficient scholar that he himself undertook the translation of a 
number of scriptures. He openly favored the new teachings, and 
when the Bonpoba lose up in opposition, Srontsan Gampo issued 
an edict making adherence to the new Buddhist doctrine compulsory. 
The Buddha’s ten Golden Precepts became law, as did a civil code 
of sixteen articles devised by the King in an attempt to convert his 
subjects not only in name, but also in spirit. Together with the new 
laws he began a program of social reform. Land tenure was reorgan- 
ized; Tibetans were urged to learn and master the various arts and 
crafts and other skills that were still in the hands of people from 
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other countries; agriculture, which had just begun to take hold, was 
encouraged; and schools were set up to teach reading and writing. 

No monasteries were founded however, and as yet, apart from 
the one incident of open disagreement with the Bonpoba, Buddhism 
and Bon managed to live side by side. The Bon objection on that 
particular occasion was probably because of the introduction by 
King Srontsan Gampo of the prohibition on the taking of life, a pro- 
hibition that would have struck at the heart of their ritual practices. 
Despite this favorable beginning, however. Buddhism still had no 
sure footing, lacking a monastic organization. But Srontsan Gampo 
had laid the foundations by fulfilling the prophesy made to Lhato 
1 hori, and by unlocking the secret of the "‘Hidden Greatness.'’ Once 
unlocked it was never again to be confined, but to spread from one 
end of Tibet to the other. 

During this remarkable reign, Srontsan Gampo had by no 
means converted the nation to Buddhism, it was^ still a country 
where the people thought of themselves as wild and fierce, sometimes 
using a word meaning "‘brutish’' to describe themselves. A Buddhist 
nucleus had been founded, but it was confined largely to tlie Roval 
Family and maintained by the religious fervor of the King’s two 
Buddhist wives. If the nation as a whole had not been converted, 
however, the way had been opened, and Buddhist influence was 
spreading, if superficially at first, to the remotest corners of the 
kingdom. Apart from his educational program within Tibet, Srontsan 
Gampo took pains to send a number of children from important 
families to China. Tliis, coupled with the influx of teacheis and 
workers from both China and India, further cleared the way for 
the coming of Buddhism in its fuF force. Perhajjs more important 
still, despite Srontsan Gampo's discouragement, the Bon had already 
begun to make use of certain Buddhist teachings for their own 
use, claiming some of them to be their own. In a sense, perhaps, they 
were not merely trying to defeat Buddhism by subverting it, as has 
often been suggested, but rather, recognizing it as yet another 
""power” to be dealt with, they were performing a ritual of possession, 
attempting to take control of this new external power and use it for 
their own ends. This would be much more in keeping with Bon 
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thinking, and it is plain that despite disagreement there was no open 
hostility between the two religions. Rivalry was another matter. 
Aeeepting Srontsan Gampo as the founder of Buddhism in Tibet, 
the people later recognized him as the incarnation of Chenresig, 
Lord of Mercy, who came to be Tibet's protective deity. 

The Buddhist influence did not deter Srontsan Gampo from 
continuing his military activities, and after his death they were 
pushed still further by those who followed him, defeating China 
and forcing it to pay tribute to Tibet. The army at that time has 
been estimated to have been about a quarter of a million strong, 
llirec generations after the great King's death his descendent Me 
Agtsom imitated his illustrious ancestor by successfully demanding 
the hand of another princess of China. She brought with her all the 
religious fervor of a devout Buddhist and, once again, increased the 
impetus of the movement toward Buddhism as a national religion. 
During this reign, as before, Tibet continued to look to India for 
knowledge, and many new and important translations were made. 
Two renowned Indian sages were engaged in meditation on the holy 
Mount Kailas, in southern Tibet, and messengers were sent to them 
to persuade them to come to Lhasa and teach there. The request was 
refused, but the holy men taught the five Tlieg Chen sutras, to the 
messengers, who learned them by heart and so brought them into 
the growing body of scriptures translated into Tibetan. 

Buddhism had already dhided into two schools of thought, 
largely differing in opinion as to the interpretation of the doctrine 
of myihg di and the concept of soul. Concerning points on which the 
Buddha had remained silent, the Thcg Man school took his silence 
to imply denial, whereas the llicg Chen scliool took it to mean 
that it was merely not part of the Eightfold Path; that is to say the 
llicg Chen school developed an esoteric system as well as the exoteric 
system. For the layman the all-important thing was the Path; all he 
had to do, or should do, was to strive to follow the way of life laid 
down by the Buddha in his exoteric teachings. For those devoted 
solely to the pursuit of religion, there was a path of higher learning, 
whieh in no way bypassed the Eightfold Path, but was a continuation 
that granted higher understanding, qualifying its followcis to lead 
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as teachers. Pursuit of questions involving the existence or non- 
existence of soul, or concerning afterlife, could only confuse the lay- 
man and give rise to doubts that were beyond his ability to resolve, 
being bound to an everyday layman's life. Hence the Buddha's 
silence. It was this school, the ITicg Chen, which evcntuallv made its 
center in Tibet, dividing the population into monks and laymen, 
each following his own path, but at the same time united inextri- 
cably in pursuit of a common goal, liberation. 

The fact that Tibet looked to India rather than China for 
spiritual and intellectual guidance was most important in one re- 
spect. North India was the center of a flourishing school (Jf tantricism, 
a school that belic\'cd rather like the Bon that man could develop 
supernormal powers by proper discipline. Tlie discipline was rigid 
and the dangers were many if study was not carried out under quali- 
fied supervision. It was, in effect, a closed school to which members 
were admitted only if they were considered fit and willing to devote 
themselves completely to the stud) . 'I’hc aim was not the mere devel- 
opment of supernormal power in the indi\'idnal, such powers really 
just came as a by-product of development toward a more tndy 
spiritual goal. Nonetheless, these teachings were close enough to the 
practices, if not the teachings, of the Bdnpoba, that they found a 
ready welcome in I’ibct. In origin they were Hindu rather than 
Buddhist, but in north India the two had become much mixed, and 
they came lo Tibet as one and gave Tibetan Buddhism its particular 
shape when combined with the original Bon beliefs. 

The tantric teachings were much more foreign to Chinese 
thought and did not find favor in the eyes of Me Agtsom's queen, 
and although the teacliings were welcomed and eagerly studied by the 
Bdnpoba, the Indian teachers and the Buddhist practitioners of 
tantra were considered dangerous rivals. During Me Agtsom's reign, 
then, there was increasing discontent with both teachers and teach- 
ings from India, on these two grounds. At this time there was a 
disastrous outbreak of smallpox, and the Queen herself fell victim 
and died. The epidemic was interpreted by the Bdnpoba as a sign 
that the ancient Gods of Tibet were displeased with the new religion 
and with the teachings of the foreign monks. Public opinion itself 
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was easily aroused in this crisis, and there were renewed demands 
for the expulsion of all monks. Such pressure was brought upon the 
King that he was compelled, much against his will, to deport not 
only all the Indian teachers in Tibet, but also many of their Tibetan 
followers. 

Me Agtsom’s son, who became King Trisong Detsan, was himself 
a devout Buddhist, and determined to reverse the setback. He sent to 
China for further scriptures to be translated, but his uncle, who was 
a leading minister and had a large following, was violently opposed to 
any further translations and the books had to be hidden away. The 
young scholar Salnang who had undertaken the fetching of these 
books also had to be removed from the scene, so Trisong Detsan ap- 
pointed him governor of a province bordering on Nepal. This was 
too good an opportunity to be missed, and he took advantage of it— 
probablv as Trisong Detsan had hoped— to visit Buddhist shrines in 
India, where the Buddha had lived and taught. Most important of 
all he visited the great Buddhist university of Nalanda, and there met 
Shantirakshita, probably the leading Buddhist scholar of the day. 
Together they planned on the reintroduction of Buddhism into 
Tibet. 

The King was much in favor, but his Minister still stood in 
the way. He found an ally in another minister however, Gotisang. 
Gotisang devised a scheme whereby the State Oracle should an- 
nounce that two prominent ministers should retire to a secret place 
and be shut in there for a period of time. Tlic fact that Gotisang 
was one of the ministers allayed any suspicions that Mashang, the 
enemy of Buddhism, might have had when he was selected as the 
other. But whereas Gotisang knew his way out of the burial chamber, 
Mashang did not. lie was walled in and left there to die. 

With him out of the way there was nothing left to stop the 
King from openly pursuing his plan of bringing Buddhism back to 
Tibet. He invited Shantirakshita to come from Nalanda and to teach 
in Lhasa. The great man came, and in the palace on the Red Hill 
he preached and taught. His teachings were not in the tantric vein 
at all, but were concerned with the highest moral matters, includ- 
ing a revival of the Ten Virtues which Srontsan Gampo had em- 
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braced on his marriage with the Nepalese princess. Perhaps the 
Bonpoba saw that these teachings, containing the basis of a com- 
pletely new way of life founded on compassion for all living things, 
offered an even greater danger to the old order. When there was 
a violent storm and the palace on the Red Hill was struck by light- 
ning, they immediately claimed that the Gods of Tibet had been 
angered and that the new teacher should be sent back to India at 
once. Shantirakshita himself was impressed by the violence with 
which his teachings were received, and returned hastily to Nalanda. 

When things had quieted down, Trisong Detsan, still un- 
daunted, sent once again and invited the sage to return and con- 
tinue his teachings. But Shantirakshita had had enough. In his reply 
he said that the forces of evil in Tibet were too strong. If Bud- 
dhism was to make any headway at all, the first thing to do was to 
exorcise all the demons that filled the country and controlled it 
with their malignant powers. He himself would not come back 
until that was done. To undertake such a task there was only one 
person who had the necessary knowledge and skill, the famous 
tantric monk Lopon Rinpochc, a man who in his lifetime had built 
up an extraordinary reputation, and was believed to have been born 
from a lotus. 

Trisong Detsan promptly invited Lopoii Rinpochc to under- 
take the task, and the master of tantricism accepted. With his 
coming to Tibet the demons were indeed expelled, and the flood- 
gates were opened to admit the Buddhist religion in all its strength. 




CHAPTER SEVEN 


Miracles and Darkness 



First hib hand grasps the bow; 

Second it notches the arroM; 

T hird the bow expanded, 

1 he thumb loo’.es the arrow 
Thus he sends the arrow straight to the 
chest of the King, 

Lang Darma. 

“J am the Black Devil, Ya She', 

Sent to kill a sinful King";^ 

This sard, he fled 

—FROM Buston Choshbyung 




T 

JLhe very birth of Lopon Rinpoche, as 
we call the saint known in India as Padmasambhava, is bound up 
with tantric belief and practice (Gyud), with man’s concern with 
supernormal powers, their attainment and control. It seems that he 
was born in that part of the country w'hich lies between Kashmir and 
Afghanistan, a region we call Urgyen, corresponding roughly to the 
modern Swat. At that time Urgyen was dominated by Mahayana 
Buddhism, or Theg Chen, but was very much intermixed with tan- 
tric practice. It was renowned, in fact, for the extent^to which magic 
and sorcery were practiced there, and for the secret formulas and 
rites by which its inhabitants were able to acquire extraordinary 
powers. 

The history of tantricism goes back three thousand years at 
least; it was flourishing in northern India in the seventh century b.c. 
when the Gautama Buddha was born there as Prince Siddhartha, 
royal son of the Sakya king, Suddhodana, in the capital town of 
Kapilavastu. While the histories do not state explicitly that his was 
a 'Virgin birth,"' the implication is plain. The Queen Maha Maya 
had a dream that the stars opened up and from the night sky 
came a wonderful elephant which entered into her womb. So was 
the Buddha conceived. The birth »tself was equally attended by 
all manner of auspicious omens. One day, when her time was near, 
the Queen was walking in the Lumbini Park. A great tree bent its 
branches down to the ground to support her and in this bower 
she gave birth to the prince who was to [become Buddha, from 
her right side. Thus Siddhartha came into the world undefiled. He 
was presented at the Sakya Temple, and it is said that even the 
images prostrated themselves before him. The priest, when he saw 
the child, immediately recognized him as an incarnate Changchub 
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Sempa, returned for the benefit of mankind. Changchub Sempa 
arc always born with a set number of discernible physical marks 
on the body. The priest prophesied that the young prince would 
remain with his people only for as long as he did not sec four 
things. These four things were a sick man, an old man, a corpse 
and a rcnunciatc. Once he had seen these four truths of life, the 
prophesy went, the prince would renounce his home and family 
forever. Other wise men, less direct in their interpretations, desiring 
to better please the King, interpreted the signs as meaning that 
Siddhartha was going to be a King of Kings. Suddhodana vowed 
that this would be so and gave orders that whenever his son moved 
from the palace grounds guards were to precede him and to make 
sure that there were no aged, or sick, no dead and no rcnunciates 
in the streets. He set about providing his son with every possible 
pleasure in life, sheltering him from all pain and unhappiness. 

Siddhartha gicw up in this way, living life fully, tasting its 
every pleasure. Yet an insatiable curiosity drove him beyond these 
pleasures, and they quickly palled and left him listless. His teachers 
found his wisdom far beyond theirs, and the prince began to wander 
farther and farther afield in search of something new% something to 
fill the void that he could sense in his understanding of life. 

In a final effort to keep his son closer to the protection offered 
by the palace and its pleasure gardens, Suddhodana arranged for 
the youth’s marriage. Siddhartha had shown little more than passing 
interest in all the dancing girls given to him for his amusement, 
and had shown no greater interest in any of the eligible princesses 
except one, Yasoda. Later, when questioned as to why he agreed 
to marry her, the Buddha is said to have replied that they had 
been drawn together in a previous incarnation, and their marriage 
was in fulfillment of that earlier meeting. ’Fhc marriage was fruitful, 
but soon after Yasoda gave birth to a boy, Rahula, the Gods sent 
the four signs. Siddhartha’s previous lei was now worked out; it 
was time for him to renounce the world. On one of his trips 
through Kapilavastu, on his way to the forest he loved to visit, the 
Prince saw first an old man, bent and all but immobile. Then he 
saw a man wracked with the pains of sickness. Later a corpse 
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was carried across the road in front of him, and finally he saw a 
poor beggar who had renounced the world. He was sitting in calm 
repose, in a state of bliss, at peace with himself and with the world. 

Siddhartha immediately knew what had been missing from his 
life, the inescapable truth of decay and suffering. He also had a 
glimmering of another truth, the truth of release from suffering 
He determined to leave home and go in search of the ultimate 
truth. He took his leave of Yasoda and the infant Raluila wliile 
they still slept. He mounted his horse, and although the King had 
given orders that the palace gates should be opened to none, not 
even his son, they opened of their own accord and he rode out far 
into the forest. Once safely away he dismounted, sent his horse 
back to the palace, cut off his hair and rent his fine clotlics so that 
he was no longer recognizable as a royal prince There folluwed 
a period of study with various wise men, a period of increasingly 
severe discipline. During this time Siddhartha attra*cted five disci- 
pies of his own, so inspired w^crc they by the intensity and single- 
mindedness of his effort. Finding further progress by w'ay of in- 
tellectual inquiry impossil)Ic, the young man began a long scries (;f 
fasts and self-mortifications until he w^as close to death. One day a 
farmer's daughter, Sujata, found him like this, emaciated and sick, 
beneath a great fig tree. She was bringing an offering of rice and 
milk to the family shrine, but instead she offered it to the dying 
ascetic. 

At this moment Siddhartha realized that this way he would 
never achieve enlightenment, for botli his plivsical and liis mental 
strength were gone, and all that a vaited him was death, to be 
followed by yet another rebirth in which the struggle would have 
to begin all over again. He accepted Sujata's offering, upon which 
his five disciples promptly rebuked him for w'cakness and left him, 
bitterly disappointed. 'TTie man they left bathed in the nearby river, 
recovered his strength, and returned to the Bodhi tree and sat 
there, determined never to move ag i n until the final truth was 
his. He then entered into a series of temptations sent to him by 
the forces of evil. Thunder and lightning, fire, flood and darkness 
were sent to frighten him from his purpose, but he remained un- 
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swayed as the storms raged around him. The Evil One then sent 
his daughters to distract the prince, but all to no avail, and finally 
the evil forces retreated. Then, as the night wore on, Siddhartha 
entered into successive stages of enlightenment, until at dawn the 
final truth was revealed to him, and he became the Buddha, the 
Perfect One, the Fully Awakened. He then sang his famous song 
of victory: 

Now Housebuilder^ thou art seen; 

No more shall thou builds 

Deceiving with thy artifice. 

The beams are shattered and rafters gone. 

Beneath it all have I found the truth; 

All cravings gone, I see only the round of birth and deaths 

With sorrow filled. 

A final temptation was sent, for now that he had reached per- 
fect knowledge, the Buddha could leave the round of life, the world 
of suffering, or he could elect to stay and teach for the benefit of 
the rest of mankind. He was tempted to leave, for who would 
understand his teachings? He was now thirty-five years old, and in 
his whole life he had found no one to teach him the truth. . . . 
who then was likely to listen to him? The world, he was told, was 
not yet ready, and his sacrifice would be m vain. But on seeing 
the Buddha hesitate, it is said, the Gods wept, and cried “llie 
world is lost.” The Buddha then determined that even if he could 
only teach the truth to one or two, the sacrifice would be worth 
while, and he set out for Banaras, an ancient and holy city where 
he could be sure of finding large numbers engaged in the same 
quest that had taken him so near to death. 

It was near Banaras, in the deer park at Sarnath, that the 
Buddha set in motion the wheel of law, teaching the Truth of 
Suffering, the Cause of Suffering, the Truth of Release, and the 
Way to Release. His first five converts were the disciples who had 
abandoned him when he accepted Sujata’s humble offering of rice 
and milk. Like them, many others quickly saw the truth of the 



Miracles and Darkness 157 


Way, a middle way that eschews excess at any level, either of 
self-indulgence or self-mortification. TTie Order grew as the Buddha 
traveled through the country preaching. The Buddha even returned 
to Kapilavastu, and found that his fame had already reached his 
home and family, and that Yasoda had herself renounced all worldly 
pleasures and had been following the way of life taught by the 
Buddha. She sent Rahula, their son, to him, however, asking that 
he be given his inheritance. For Suddhodana too had been converted, 
and the throne was now Rahula's, with his father's blessing. Tlie 
Buddha, however, responded by telling one of his disciples to ad- 
minister the oath of renunciation to the boy, and Rahula received, 
in this way, his spiritual inheritance, like his father renouncing a 
kingdom. 

During his teachings the Buddha carefully avoided discussion 
of God, and of life after death. His teachings were all directed to 
showing man how to live in this world so that cvenuf he still does 
not reach enlightenment in this birth, he will be that much closer 
to it, and by constant effort the round will be shortened and finally 
brought to an end. To this day Buddhism has been very much a 
way of life, a way that can be practiced by all, rich or poor, regard- 
less of their station in life. Laws were laid down concerning the 
Order, the admission of initiates, their responsibilities and duties; 
and the same laws still pertain. The Buddha was reluctant to admit 
women to the order, but he could not justify their continued ex- 
clusion without denying thc*r right and ability to achieve enlighten- 
ment as much as any other human being. On finally giving his 
consent to their admission, however he prophesied that it would 
cause a rift in the Order sooner thau such dissension would other- 
wise have made itself felt. 

For over forty years Buddha preached his doctrine, and the 
Order grew and prospered in strength as well as in number. The 
end came when the Buddha was in his eightieth year. He an- 
nounced that his body was worn out and no longer worth trying 
to keep alive. At that time he was traveling with some of his dis- 
ciples through Kusinara. A local blacksmith, a much despised caste, 
offered them hospitality in his mango grove and prepared for them 
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a meal which included fat hog’s flesh. When the Buddha saw the 
fat meat he told Cunda to offer it only to him, and whatever he, 
the Buddha, did not cat was to be buried, that it was not for any 
others to eat. This was done, and shortly after the meal the Buddha 
fell ill. He then announced that his time was come and thanked 
Cunda for providing him with the cause for his final and supreme 
release. Shortly afterward the Buddha and his disciples crossed the 
river, passed through Kusinara, and ent^'rod a grove of trees. Be- 
tween two trees he lay down on his right side, in the ‘'lion’s repose” 
posture. With a few final words of encouragement to his disciples, 
the Buddha passed on to Sanggyc Sa, removal from all suffering. He 
had taught all there was to teach, keeping nothing back; the W^ay 
was clear for all to follow, if the\ but wanted to. His work was 
done. 

Hiis w'as the simple message brought to the world bv Gautama, 
the Buddha. Its j^rofound and immediate impact la\ in the fact 
that its truth w'as undeniable, and that instead of merely accepting 
suffering as the very root of life and bemoaning the fact, or mcrclv 
praying for relief, the Buddha preached a wav of release. It was 
not a way that demanded lifelong training to the exclusion of all 
other wwldlv actisitics, as did most of the great Indian schools of 
Yoga, nor did it demand a sacrifice of all that w^as pleasurable in 
life. It was a way that was immediatelv practicable by all, a way 
that counseled moderation rather than renunciation, and a w'ay that 
promised, and gave, almost immediate results. Our emotions swing 
like a pendulum, an equal distance to either side of the middle 
point of total stability, of cessation of movement. If we allow the 
pendulum to swing too far one w'ay, it will swing just as far the 
other. If our pleasures arc excessive, so will be our sufferings. This 
is not a statement concerning moral retribution, it is merely a recog- 
nition of the relative nature of sensation. When we say something 
is hot, how hot depends on our experience of cold. Wliat is hot 
to a Tibetan nomad would be chilly to a south Indian. But far more 
unpleasant than mere heat or cold is a gyration from one to the 
other. So with emotions and sensations. What Gautama taught 
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was the restriction of extremes, gradually narrowing them down, 
closer and closer to the point of absolute stability at which point 
alone will all suffering cease. But c\cn the smallest progress along 
the path will bring a reduction in suffering. 

llie appeal was to the masses, not to the few, and it was di- 
rected at people who have to live ordinary lives, not at those who 
seek seclusion. Tlic idea implies, however, that before ultimate 
stability can be reached, wc have to live countless lives, each life, 
if properly led, bringing us closer to the goal. Tliis was too much 
for the patience of many who sought a short cut to Paradise. 'Ihc 
Buddha did not deny there was any such short cut, he meiclv 
denied that it was possible for the bulk of suffering mankind with 
whom he was concerned. 'I'antricism offers such a short cut to 
those who arc prcpaitd to devote their whole lives to it. Ii is said 
that when Buddha was djing one of his disciples asked him why 
he had taught nothing of the tantras. The Buddha replied that he 
had been born of man and woman, and that none born of the 
flesh was fitted to undertake such a task on the scale his disciples 
were considering, that is, bringing tantrieism to the masses. It was 
a path full of danger and needed a teacher of absolute purity if it 
were to be brought to the layman without harming him. Even to 
be born of woman is to be touched with impurity for it is to 
know pain and suffering, lie promised that one free from such 
taint would come, not to offer escape from the consequences of 
one's deeds, but, when the time was ripe, to show how liberation 
can be hastened. Before then, however, people would ha\e to have 
mastered the Middle Way, 

It was over a thousand years ia'.jr that 1 opou Rinj oche came 
to bring the tantric teachings to Tibet. His birth was miraculous. 
Somewhere in Urgyen, in the middle of the ciglith century a.d., a 
lotus in the Indus River was seen growing to abnormal proportions. 
\\"hen the bud finally burst open, there, on tiie inside, sat a singu- 
larly beautiful boy, eight years old. 'Hie aged and childless King 
Indrabhuti was traveling in that region, having gone in quest of the 
jewel Yishin Norbu that grants all desires. When, armed with the 
jewel, he saw this wonderful boy seated in the lotus, he immediately 
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asked that the boy be given to him as a son. In this way Lopon 
Rinpoche was brought up, like the Buddha, in a royal court, sur- 
rounded by luxuries. Also like the Buddha he married, but he mar- 
ried without the consent of the girl’s parents, and they had already 
betrothed her to another. He finally resolved to renounce his life 
at the royal court, although by then his father had already abdicated 
in his favor and made him king, so that he himself could end 
his life in religious contemplation. Desp te the protests of his peo- 
ple, the young King insisted on his own renunciation, and appeared 
on the palace roof to bid farewell, already dressed in rags. But as 
he stood there, a skull and a flaming thunderbolt appeared in one 
hand and a three-pronged spear in the other. As the crowd gazed 
at these magical emblems the sword reached out and killed a man 
while the three-pronged spear touched and killed a woman and 
child. ’Flic reverence of the crowd was turned to violent anger, and 
they would have killed the young king had not his old father come 
from seclusion to intercede. Lopon Rinpoche was then banished 
from the country in wbich he was born, and began his wanderings 
in quest of know'ledge. 

It is said that he visited all the great religious centers and 
teachers, including those of the Bonpoba, and received the most 
secret teachings from the Goddesses that haunt burial places. There 
he learned to face the most terrible and horrifying experiences 
that man’s mind can conjure up, and to recognize them, presented 
as fiendish realities, as mere conjurations Every kind of horror was 
thrust upon him, but he survived them all, and so gained control 
of the demons. 

Again by secret initiations in burial grounds he learned the mys- 
teries of the heavens, bringing the very planets under his control, 
for knowledge is power. And at the more mundane religious cen- 
ters and universities he learned mastery of the earthly sciences. He 
now began to roam the countryside, performing the most remark- 
able miracles, exorcising demons wherever men’s minds created 
them. Tlie very display of powder that is so shunned by other 
Buddhist schools was essential to the work of Lopon Rinpoche. If 
he was to defeat the evil that men created, he had to demonstrate 
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a power equally awesome. Nowhere docs he appear as a saint in the 
usual sense of the word, implying a person who is mild and gentle. 
Tliis is not the lantric way. Lopon Rinpochc was master of the 
extremes, passionate and violent, but always using his passion and 
violence to work good. On one occasion he stopped at a ta\'crn to 
drink. lie drank continuously for several days without paying. Fi- 
nallv the woman who owned the place threatened to have him 
punished if he did not settle the account. lie asked her if she 
would grant him until sundown, and she agreed. Upon tliis he 
took his magic dagger, or Phurbii, and drove it into the floor by 
the doorway, so that it cast a shadow But the shadow never inov'cd, 
and the sun stayed wlicre it was for day upon day, and all the 
while Lopon Rinpochc continued drinking, holding the tavcinkccpcr 
to her word. When pi ople complained, he said that if they would 
fill his bowl w'ith alms, he would then pay the account and leave. 
T1ic\ did so, he paid the account, withdrew’ his digger from the 
floor, and the sun set. dlic innkeeper became his disciple. 

In Sahor he took as his wife Mandarava, daughter of the King. 
He made her his shaktiy or spiritual consort, for she too w'as an 
initiate, llieir bchasior outraged the King who had them burned 
at the stake; but the fire turned into w^ater and the stake into a 
lotus, and safely sealed in the lotus were Liopon Rinpochc and his 
shakti. 

So many and so great were his miracles that none questioned 
his siipreniaev. It w’as he alo’ic, Miantiiakshita advised King Tiisong 
Detsan, who could defeat the demons that controlled Tibet and 
bring knowledge and wisdom to the , people. Guru Rinpochc, recog- 
nizing that Tibet was a challenge he had to fate, accepted the 
King's invitation, and set out for Samyc, two days’ journey southeast 
of I.hasa. Entering Tibet from Nepal, Lopon Rinpochc made his 
way subduing demons all along the route. He was met outside 
Lhasa by an escort sent by the King to bring him to Samyc, and 
this occasioned yet another miracle. Tlic horses were all thirsty', and 
no w'ater was to be had at the spot. Lopon Rinpochc promptly 
struck a rock with his stick, and w'ater flowed from the spot. I 
have seen it myself, and water still flows from the solid rock from 
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a point above the level of a man's head. We call it Shongpa Lhachu, 
or “Horse's Water of the Gods." 

Samye had been chosen for the meeting place because it was 
here that the King and Shantirakshita had been attempting to 
build the first Buddhist monastery. But no matter how hard they 
worked during the daytime, laying wood and stones, during the 
nighttime the demons came and threw the walls down. The King 
rode out to greet the Rinpochc, but when Hie King showed that 
he expected him to bow down to him. Lopon Rinpoche said that 
as he had come to do good for 'I’ibct, to cast out the demons and 
bring knowledge, it was the King who should bow down. He pointed 
a finger, there was thunder and lightning, and the King’s garments 
burst into flame. The King and the whole court bowed before 
Lopon Rinpoche, and perhaps it was from this moment that the 
real rule of religion began in Tibet. 

I.opon Rinpoche proceeded to cxoicise tlie demons that caused 
the ground to shake at Samye, destroying the walls as soon as they 
were built: the ground became firm and the monastery was built. 
It stood as built until not long ago when it was partly destroyed by 
fire. I visited it and saw a number of the books that were translated 
at that time, for as soon as the building was completed the work of 
translation of Buddhist scriptures into T’ibetan begin once again. 

The building, perhaps the greatest in Tibet, was planned as a 
representation of the universe. In the center the main temple 
represented Mount Rirab, while to the north, south, cast and west, 
four other large temples represented the four w'orlds; smaller tem- 
ples represented the islands that separate the worlds, and there 
were tw'o farther temples representing the sun and the moon. I’he 
main temple was dedicated to Chenresig. 

From here Lopon Rinpoche traveled all over Tibet, some say 
for fifh years, exorcising demons and forcing them to work for 
the good of Tibet instead of against it. In this w^ay he took the 
already existing beliefs of the 'ribetans, beliefs that w'cre by no 
means a part of the doctrine preached by Buddha, and used them 
to bring the people to an understanding of the truth. He showed 
them that evil is merely the counterbalance of what we call good 
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and can be converted to the benefit of mankind. The many sacred 
paintings and prayer banners in Tibet have representations of de- 
mons and fierce deities, but their power has been converted for the 
welfare of man, and still in all its might it is used for the destruction 
of ignorance. What often seem to be different deities in fact are 
really different aspects of the same deity, and all are aspects, ulti- 
mately, of the one single truth. The esoteric doctrine was too ele- 
vated to expect ordinary Tibetans to grasp it, so Lopon Rinpoche 
used the prevailing imagery and set them on the path. 

The question of the reality of demons, or evil forces, is not an 
eaSj one to answer, and many volumes of Buddhist literature are 
devoted to it. It might be said, though, that we believe there are 
various levels of reality, of which the external world is one. But 
the external world itself represents different things to different 
people ( for the senses of each of us tell us different things ) , so that 
even the external world is not quite what it seems. It i&in one respect 
a mere response to our senses, a creation of our minds, lliis is not 
to deny it, but rather to show how personal a thing the world 
around us is, so much of it being given color and shape by onr 
own imaginations. 

Why then should we grant any less a degree of reality to 
demons, ghosts, forces of power, which again many say are mere 
creations of our minds? If a mind creates a demon, it exists for 
that mind. The self-created image is another level of reality, and 
the quarrel often comes iii a discussion of whether it is possible to 
pass from one level to the other, from the physical to the mental 
or the other way around. 'Fhcrc is n(/ doubt that for the adept per- 
forming the rite of Chod, there is a very terrible reality to the 
demoniacal form that advances upon him to sever his head. ITiere 
is even something of the same reality in the imaginings of the person 
who wakes with a start in the middle of the night and strains to 
see a form in the darkness. A form is expected, and the attempt to 
sec it can create it, though few would expect the form to have 
corporeal reality. However, in his trance, or in his semi-sleep, the 
individual concerned is already in the other world, and the reality 
of his vision is as great as the reality of this page in the waking 
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world. Tims far Buddhists who are not tantric practitioners would 
have little quarrel with the tantrieists. But the next step, for the 
tantric practitioner, is to develop the power to materialize mental 
images so that they have substance in the physical world and even 
to dematerialize physical images and relegate them to the mental 
world. It is rather like Bishop Berkeley's saying that a chestnut tree 
ceases to have existence wlicn nobody is observing it, becoming a 
mere mental image at best; and if nobody is thinking of it then 
it docs not even have that reality.* 

Here there is real disagreement, but it is still relative for the 
Buddhist because wc all believe that there is one ultimate reality, 
knowable only through liberation from this illusory round of birth 
and rebirth. Nonetheless, l.o])on Rinpochc was dealing with a simple 
people who credited their demons with a power of their ow^i and 
an existence of their own T]\c\ also believed that the demons 
could take matciial form wlieneser tlicv washed, to trick the iiii' 
wary who might be rching on charms cfteetivc against imina- 
tcrial beings. Lopon Rin])ochc was well c]ualificd to deal with the 
situation, for belonging to the great tantric school, and being a 
master of the tantras, he was able to create, at will, images to defeat 
images. Also in accoicl.inee with the tantiic school, he w’as held to 
base the power of niateriali/ation and dcmatenali/ation Armed 

* ’Fhcrc’ is famous l.Tiiciick about this pioposition 
Uicrc u’</s d man who said God 

Must thuik ti cxfccdiui^h oje/, 

'/ hat thi^i Chestnut 1 rce^ 
i'oiitimics to bi\ 

Viluni thcrc\s no one about in the Quad. 

(1 o w'hich the repiv came — ) 

Young Man, \ow astonishments odd. 

For Fm always about in the Quad; 

1 hats why the tree. 

Continues to be. 

Since observed bv 

Yours Faithfully, 

God. 
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with no more than his Dorjc, or symbolic thunderbolt, and the 
pov^'cr of his mind, Lopon Rinpoehe worked his miracles. 

The tantricists consciously use imagery, mental and physical. 
During the performance of a rite the hands perform certain ges- 
tures and assume positions each of which has a hidden significance. 
But in his trancclikc state, these symbols become realities to the 
practitioner. He may be content to leave it at that, but if there is 
need, he can transfer the images from the mental world to the 
physical world. It was in this wav, it is thought, that Lopon Rin 
pochc brought water from the rock, or stopped the sun from setting. 
'Hr re arc even certain tantric rites that demand such aecoiujdish- 
ment, though they are not performed for clisjdav, but only as a 
necessary part of self training and discipline. vSuch a iiti‘ is Rolans', 
in w'hich a corpse is tcmporariH revived in order to effect a ♦lansfer 
of power. In effect the cor]xsc is activated In a demon brought into 
it In the rite, if the practitioner loses contiol, then^ the demon is 
al)le to use the mateiial bod\ of the corjjse to destroy the living. 
This is plainly different from the (>hod rite, in which all the 
dreadful imagery is confined to the mental world of the adept Even 
so, we behove, if that adept loses contiol for an uistanl, he might 
unw'ittmgb effect a transference of the creations of Ins mind fiom 
his mind woild to the bod\ world. Such aie the dangers of tan- 
tricism, and this is the icason win ihe teachings are restrieted to 
the most able and devout students 

I'ar from being magical or even nnslical, taut»'icism is esscn 
tially pragmatic, and it seeks a pragmatic e.\])lanatK)n for all phe- 
nomena. As for the assertions that it is a perverted doctrine that is 
contrived to peimit unlicensed indiilgjiiec in sc'xiial and other forms 
of dcbauchcr\, this can only be said by those w'ho have no knowl- 
edge of tantricism. Iliere are man\ of us in Tibet wdio disapprove 
of tantra, and my own Cclukpa, or Yellow Hat, sect forbids its 
public practice. But that is not because \\( do not believe the 
tantras are a holy and truly spiritual path— it is because we be- 
lieve that this path is too dangerous, and following the teachings 
of the Buddha, we try to concern ourselves with humanity as a 
whole, not with the very few adepts for whom the tantras arc 
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suitable. Sexual energy and narcotic stimulation are recognized as 
being sources of power in the physical world. Sexual union in par- 
ticular is considered as the greatest creative act possible in this 
material world, and it is thought of as embodying the whole prin- 
ciple of creativity. To this the Tibetan Lamed school of tantricism 
have added the dual principle of preservation and destruction. The 
appropriate rites, to the uninitiated, read as though the participants 
were expected to indulge not only in sexual activity but also in an 
orgy of blood. In almost any temple one may sec sacred figures 
of deities, male and female, locked in sexual embrace; and further, 
they and other deities may be represented in cither a peaceful or 
fierce aspect. Tliese images symbolize the principles involved, and 
help the mind to concentrate on the principles, not to induce the 
body to activity, llic rites arc performed with similai symbolism, 
and long before the novice is introduced to them he is expected to 
have attained complete mastery oxer his phj'sical impulses. Any 
thought that the rites implied license to indulge in actual sexual 
activity, or to commit actual blood sacrifice, would be considered as 
the greatest heresy. Tlic power of sex cannot be denied, even by the 
most prudish, for they too were born by its power. ITie tantras try 
to grasp the basic principle involved and so arrive speedily at a true 
understanding of the nature of being. 

Tantricism is based on yogic practice, and the slightest knowl- 
edge of Yoga is enough to demonstrate tlic extent of self-discipline 
demanded, tor tantricism goes far beyond Yoga. It is probably the 
most severe self-discipline ever demanded of man in spiritual en- 
deax'or. 

As sound consists of ‘Svaves,” of which only those of a certain 
length arc audible to the human car, so matter is only visible or 
tangible within a certain range of wavelengths If the wavelength 
can be changed, so can the visibility^ or tangibility^ It is stated in 
simple terms that might seem crude but which nonetheless have 
their eounterpart in modern science. One of the powers that comes 
with yogic training is the power to alter those wax^elengths. 

I have studied some parts of the tantra myself, in Lhasa, and I 
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found it very helpful. I did not study it with the idea of gaining 
power, or for public display, or as a way of shortening the Path, 
because the Gelukpa do not believe that this is what Buddha 
wanted. I practiced it to give myself more discipline, to make 
myself stronger and wiser. I found it very good. In particular I 
studied Lamed tantricism, but although wc arc allowed to study 
privately, if we wish, we must not practice it in public, nor must 
we teach it before wc achieve the final goal. All I can say is that 
I saw nothing bad in it at all; if anything the discipline and self- 
control demanded is even more than with other, less secret, disci- 
plines. I do not wish to say more because such discussion is meant 
only for initiates; with others wc are forbidden to discuss tantra. 

llie most obvious and undeniable justificaticni of Lopon Rin- 
poche’s tantric practic s lies in the results he achieved. He himself 
had long since renounced all the pleasures of the flesh when he 
left the royal court that had been his home. ’^Flie v^aves he subse- 
quently took were taken as Yum, the female principle through 
which the male energy is released. They were not taken to provide 
physieal pleasure but rather to enable his spiritual force to be mani- 
fest. He was a man of the utmost purit)' and goodness, and for those 
who question his methods we can only say that it was during his 
stay in Tibet that the first Buddhist monastery was established, that 
the baser (more physical) practices of the old Bon religion were 
outlawed, that the Tibetan people were shown a practical path to 
spiritual achievement, virtUi’lly being taken in a generation fiom 
barbarism to a level of culture that, while still low on the material 
level, was as high as man has ever a* pired to on the spiritual level. 
Further, although he himself was a j ractioner of tantricism, he did 
not preach tantricism as the only way, or even recommend it for 
the masses. It was merely the weapon he used to combat the dark- 
ness he found, and to bring light. This is a proper use for the power 
that tantric practice gives one. It is the only proper use. Lopon 
Rinpoche brought this to 7’ibet in addition to the Middle Path 
taught by the Buddha, so that wc now had the Middle Path for 
the mass of the people to follow, including monks, and this esoteric 
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tantric path for the few wlio were strong enough to undertake it, 
and who could be relied on to use such powers as they acquired for 
the good of their fellow creatures. 

When Lo])oii Rinpochc left we arc told by the histories that 
it was to the great sorrow of all, and that a great multitude assem- 
bled to witness his departure. He summoned a chariot from the 
sky and, accompanied by his two consorts, rode off to the south, 
to the “vak tail” continent (India), to deal with the demons there. 
Main Tibetans believe that he is still there, using liis powers for 
the good of the people. 

Not cver\one was sorr\ to sec Lopon Rinpochc leave, how- 
ever, for he had demonstrated bevond doubt the superiority of 
Buddhism over Bon, defeating Bon priests even at their ow^n arts. 
71ie great moiuisterv of Samvc, wiiich he helped to found and 
build, became the center for the promulgation of a form of Bud- 
dhism e\cn inoic inimical to Bon than was the tantncism of the 
Lo|xm A niimbei of monks of the Theg Man Buddhist school, 
coldly intellectual, w'cre brought theic from India, and under their 
guidance the fiist seven 'libctan monks were initiated. Hie number 
wvis limited to se\cn, ar first, to see how' well the libctan people 
took to monastic life All se\eii ])assccl c\civ test with ease and 
enthusiasm, set out to spread Buddhism e\en further, and to found 
fresh monasteries that in turn w'ould become like centers ot the 
new faith 

Tlic most prominent of these Tibetans w’as Namnang, w'ho 
went to India and studied further there, bringing back more teach- 
ings to add to the rapidlv mounting body of Buddhist literature. 
Tibet w'as, in fact, to become an important repository of Buddhist 
scriptures I'hc translations were exceptionally meticulous, as we 
can tell by comparing them with such originals as still exist. When 
the Moghuls invaded India, sacking and pillaging temples and mon- 
asteries, a great deal of the original Buddhist literature was lost or 
destroyed. By then, however, a large amount of it had already been 
copied and was safely preserved in the monasteries of Tibet Al- 
though Namnang brought back teachings to further the cause of 
the Tlieg Man sect then at Sainyc, he himself was a self-professed 
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follower of Lopon Rinpoche, and he fell under criticism from all 
directions. Tlic Theg Man monks regarded him as a heretic, for to 
them even the 1 heg Chen teachings were anathema, let alone the 
teachings of the tantra. On the other side the Bon, who had been 
busy learning what they could from the tantric teachings themselves, 
and adapting their own beliefs accordingly, suspected any Buddhist 
tantricist as a likely enemy and rival. 

Namnang’s death as a heretic was demanded, and the King had 
to use all his wile's to save the Monk whom he respected as Lopon 
Rinpoche’s disciple. It was his own wife who betrayed him, for the 
Quv. cn was an ardent supporter of the Bbnpoba. h’rom the moment 
l.opon Rinpoche made her husband, the grea^ Trisong Detsan, bow 
to religion, she saw the threat that this new religion held for the 
monarchy. E\'entually tlie outcry was so great that the King had 
to exile Namnang to eastern Tibet, wlierc he could continue his 
work unopposed. 

Five more students wlio were sent to seek teachers in India, 
although having had theii education at the hands of the Theg Man 
monks at Sainyc, nonetheless all chose a tantric master who gave 
them initiation into the secret lore of the tantras. When this was 
learned in Tibet, their recall was demanded. Only one of them 
answered the call, and he was killed by a demon on his way. llie 
King \sas delighted when the others finally arrived safely, and he 
would shut himself up with them in order to learn from them more 
of tantric piacticc. Once agiiii it was his wife who exposed him. 
She did not believe his assertions that he and the monks were merely 
engaged in deep meditation and th't was the reason for locking 
themselves in. She contrived to spy on them and reported on all 
that she had seen, human skulls and thighbones, human skins and 
entrails, and a sea of blood. 

The King was once again forced to concede defeat, and the 
supporters of the Bonpoba took another sto| forward. Ihey were 
now officially accepted on equal term; with the Buddhists, and they 
had monks living at Samye monastery itself, also engaged on the 
work of translation, but of Bon literature brought in from Shang 
Shung. 
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But despite the size of the monastery, quarters were too close 
and religious practices too different. ITie Buddhists were particu- 
larly offended by the Bon custom of offering animal sacrifice. For 
the priests, to whom all life was equally sacred, this was a horror 
they would not tolerate. Tliey informed Trisong Detsan that they 
would leave and return to India, whereupon the King promptly 
issued an order prohibiting all forms of animal sacrifice. 

When Trisong Detsan died, his wife luust have hoped for a 
more tolerant attitude toward the Bonpoba from her sons. Tlie 
oldest, who succeeded his father, proved as much in favor of Bud- 
dhism as his mother was of Bon. Munc Tsanpo, as he was called, 
pursued a vigorous military career, for Buddhism had not yet 
effected the ultimate conversion of this warlike people into a people 
who loved peace. But at the same time he pushed forN^ard an ener- 
getic program of social reform. Once again land was redistributed, 
and it is said that Munc Tsanpo also redistributed all other forms 
of wealth, making the poor and the rich equal. Ilis mother, now 
regarded as the embodiment of evil, poisoned her son, and made 
his brother king in his stead. Sena Lag, the new king, continued 
to favor Buddhism, however, and encouraged further translations, 
patronizing the Buddhists in c\ery way he could up to the time of 
his deatli. He liad two sons, one of whom, Lang Darma, followed 
the path of Bon. It was Ralpachcn, howe\'er, who took the throne, 
and he was more active than ever in spreading Buddhism. He 
offered rewards of land and wealth, for the establishment of monas- 
teries, to those who performed outstanding services to Buddhism, 
thus eneouraging the expansion of the work of translation already 
in liand. In fact it reached such proportions and became so complex 
that a new standardized form of canonical literature had to be de- 
vised, wliieh remains in use to the present day. He eneouraged Ti- 
betans to learn sarious arts and crafts associated wath Buddhism, 
such as religious painting and image-making, and he standardized 
weights and measures. He consolidated Tibet's political position bv 
signing a treaty of nonaggression with China, and Tibet seemed on 
the verge of a truly golden age when Ralpachen began to let his 
fervor carry him too far His attempts to equalize the rich and poor 
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failed, for each time it was done the rich became rich again, and 
the poor lost what wealth had come to them. Yet Ralpachen per- 
sisted with the attempt no less than three times. Further he began 
oppressing the Bon, at first by insisting that every family, whether 
Buddhist or Bon, contribute to the upkeep of a monk, then by 
instigating a series of brutal punishments against any who com 
mitted offenses against Buddhists. The court around him was still 
largely Bon, and they now conspired against the King. Perhaps they 
saw the end of the monarchy in sight, for Ralpachen eventually 
went to the extent of allowing his hair to grow long so that when 
monks came to visit him he could bow to the ground and let them 
walk over his hair, which he could then spread out for them to sit 
on. This abasement of the kingship to the monkhood was too much 
for Lang Darma, who began to conspire with other Bonpoba. First the 
King s brother, who had become a priest, was forcibly banished under 
a pretense; then a scandal was put about that the King's wife was 
engaged in an affair with his chief minister, who was also his 
staunchest supporter in the struggle to further the cause of Bud-^ 
dhism. ITie King had the minister put to death, believing the story, 
and the Queen killed herself. Now the time was ripe, and Lang 
Darma had his own brother killed by hired assassins who twisted 
his head off his shoulders as he slept. 

Lang Darma seized the throne, and a period of darkness fol- 
lowed in which it seemed that Buddhism had lost all the ground it 
had won at such pains. Temples and libraries were destroyed; Samye 
itself was sacked, and it was only through the prompt action of 
the monks in removing sacred litei.iturc to places of hiding that 
all the patient work of translation was not lost. The leaching of 
Buddhism was forbidden, and all Buddhist monks were forced 
either to flee the country or to adopt Bon beliefs and take an 
active part in Bon practices. 

Lang Darma went even further in his religious persecution than 
Ralpachen had done, and many of Ih. fleeing monks were hacked 
to death. Before long there was not a single Buddhist monk left 
in the land, and all worship had been banned under pain of death. 
But the new faith could not be exterminated so easily, and it lay 
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smoldering beneath this oppression, in the hearts of many laymen. 
After only six years, Lang Darma met his own violent death. A 
Buddhist monk, Palgyi Dorjc, who had remained behind when the 
others fled, taking refuge in a cave named Trag Yarba, had a vision 
telling him it was time to rid Tibet of the demon incarnate, Lang 
Darma. Tlie vision also showed him the means. He took a robe 
that was black on the outside and white on the inside. He took a 
white horse and with charcoal he made t black. Donning the 
black robe, concealing its white side, he hid a bow and three 
arrows in the long folds of the sleeves. He made Jiis way to Lhasa, 
and took part in the dance of the Black Hat dancers which the 
King was attending. 

It is said that he twice tried io shoot the King, and each time 
he failed. Then with his last arrow he succeeded, and Lang Darma 
fell dead. Palgyi Dorjc took advantage of the commotion and of 
the fact that nobody suspected a Black Hat dancer of this sacrilc- 
gious crime and made his escape. B\ tlie time it was realized that 
it was one of the dancers, and a chase was set up for the black- 
robed assassin, Palgyi DorjC had turned his cloak inside out, so that 
it showed pure white, and by riding his horse through the river he 
washed off the charcoal and the horse lOO became white. In this 
way he tlircw off pursuit and returned to his cave. Eventually the 
search reached him and a number of people entered the cave to 
see if he was there. He hid in one of the darkest recesses. One 
searcher, a minister, groping in that corner, felt his hand light upon 
a human chest. He could not sec the face, but by the hea\'y beating 
of the heart he knew it was the killer. But now the thought came 
to him that perhaps it was not a crime to kill as evil a man as 
Lang Darma, and pretending he had found nothing he passed on. 
When the hue and ery subsided, Palgyi Dorjc fled eastward to 
Amdo and there began a life of penance for his act. 

Tlie country fell into a state of utter disorder, and the kingship 
dissolved. The nation divided once more into a number of pett) 
chiefdoms, each fighting with the next. Buddhism had been dealt a 
blow by the expulsion of the monks, but it still lived on in the 
hearts of all those who had been converted. Even the minister who 
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felt the assassin’s pounding heart was touehed with eompassion, and 
it was compassion that I’lhct needed at this moment, more than 
ever. Lang Darina’s excesses had dealt an even deadlier blow, how- 
ever, at the growing power of the Bonpoba, who reaped all the 
blame for the period of darkness that followed For some seventy 
years Khabachen, the Land of Snows, seemed once more to be a 
land without the religion of Buddha. 




CHAPTER EIGHT 


The Rebirth of Religion 



The Buddha’s teachings, reduced to embers, 
Were fanned to life again in Dome 
The monkhood reformed, 

Religion spread once more throughout the 
land. 

It spread to V and Tsang 
For this the shepherd lAichenpo, 

And the keba niisuin, the wise men three. 
The monks. Mar, Yo, and Tseng, 

Are \eneratcd by all ilic people of 
Khabachen 


-i ROM Debther Dnwrfx) 




w. the tlcpartiiic of Lopoii Riii- 
poche and the death of Shantirakshila, Chinese Tcli^ious influence 
began to grow in strength, 'flic Indian scholars, without a strong 
lca«*cr, found themselves ontinatched In an influx of highh organi/ed 
Chinese monks, preaching their own form of Buddhism. 'Ibis was 
much tinged with 'laoist philosophy, the basic* teaching of which 
was iion-actiMtv. Activitv of am kind is the one barriti, they 
claimed, that divides us from full illumination. Onh by stilling our 
minds and bodies to a point of non sentience can wc^open ouiselvcs 
to divine ilhumnation. 'Ibcn it will come flooding in upon us, sud- 
denlv and completeh. 'Ibere are no half measures, no gradual steps. 
Above all there must be no good deeds, for the activitv, mental and 
physical, involved in good deeds, is as harmful to our spirit u«il 
progress as bad deeds, 

Tbis teaching, striking at the root of all that the Indians had 
worked for, caused such biUerness between the Chinese and Indian 
teacheis that there was danger of fighting, lb settle the mattci the 
King ('IVisong Detsan was .till alive then) arranged for a debate 
bctwx’cn the tw'o factions, 'ibc Indians were luekv in having been 
able to entice kamlasliila to become - heir leader, lie saw tlic dangers 
of the Chinese doctrine, under wliiCi passioiu could never be con- 
quered, because no cffoit being allowed they would quickly take 
over mind and bodv. Tic pointed out that according to such a 
doctrine a man unconscious througii drink w^ould be nearer than 
any to enlightenment. Before the debate, th'* King made both sides 
agree that the loser would leave tl.e eouiitry, since tlicy were so 
mutually unacceptable and opposed. Ibc Indian victory was re- 
sounding, and the Chinese left. From that moment all Chinc'sc 
hopes of exerting religious influence were lost, and by decree the 
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Indian school, known as the Nagarjnna School, became the only 
lawful form of Buddhism in Tibet. Yet in a curious way it was 
only through the help of two Chinese monks that the awakening 
from the age of darkness, which took place in the east, came to be. 

Shortly after the great persecution began, three monks who 
lived alone in a small monastery at Palchen Chubori, and had not 
heard of the events that had taken place, were astounded to see 
a monk pass by on a hunt. ITiey upbraided him for doing such a 
sinful thing, but he told them of what had happened, and said 
that he had been ordered to hunt, just as all other monks had been 
ordered to perform acts against their religious beliefs. The three 
monks hurriedly collected their mules and loaded them with all 
the sacred scriptures from their monastery and made their escape. 
First they fled to Ngari, in western I'lbct, and from there they made 
the long journey eastward through Mongolia to Iloryul, where they 
tried to preach the faith. But not knowing the language they found 
little success, and so descended into Amdo, where the persecution 
had not reached (it was to Amdo that Fang Darina's assassin, the 
monk Palgyi Dorjc, had also fled). The\ formed a nucleus, preach- 
ing and studying, trying to repair the harm that had been done. 

Some shepherds from the Yellow River heard of these religious 
men, and one in particular was much attracted, even though, some 
sav, he was a follower of the old Bon religion. He w^ent to the three 
wasc teachers and begged them to let him studv, sa\ing that he 
felt an urge he could not explain to become a monk. 71ic three 
told him that to become a monk one had to studs, and they doubted 
that he could reach the necessary level. 'Hie shepherd, Ladienpo, 
insisted, and the three took him in, giving him the whole of the 
Dulwa, the forbidden \^inaya scriptures, to master. They told him 
that if he could master that, they would indeed accept him as a 
monk. La-chenpo studied hard, and within one year he had mas- 
tered the Dulwa; he now' sought ordination. 

According to Buddhist law five monks arc required to give 
ordination, so La-chenpo w'as obliged to seek out two more. Tlie 
persecution had been such that most monks had fled to areas safer 
even than Amdo, or Dome as it was sometimes called. La-chenpo 
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heard that living close by was the old monk who had killed Lang 
Darma, and was now living in seclusion, atoning for his sin. He 
w^ent to Palgyi Dorje and asked him if he would help, but the old 
man replied that having committed the sin of murder, even though 
it was to rid the country of evil and so with good intent, he was 
unfit to act as a monk. However, there were two Chinese monks no^- 
far away, for Amdo is on the border of China, and it was suggested 
that La-chenpo should seek their help, 'Hicy finally agreed, and 
together with the three monks who had fled from the persecution, 
they ordained the first Tibetan monk since the calamit}' had fallen 
on the country. From this moment onward there was indeed no 
looking back. Word spread that ordination was once more being 
given in the remote province of Amdo, and laymen began flocking 
there. Five years after his ordination, Gonpa Rabsal, as La clienpo 
became known, himself helped in the ordination of ten more 
Tibetan students, and since by then the political sitiiation in Tibet 
had deteriorated still further, and the authority of the anti Buddhist 
Bon rulers now extended no further than Lliasa, all decided that 
it was time to risk the danger and return to their homeland. 'Hicy 
made their headquarters at Saniyc, and from there slowly began to 
revive the message of Buddhism, doing their utmost to purify it of 
the various heresies that had crept in encouraging moral laxness, 
even self-indulgence. 

WTen the Lhasa Bon regime finalK tell through internal dis- 
sention, one of Lang Darma great-grandsons went to western Tibet 
to seek his fortunes anew there. He built up a considerable empire, 
and on his death it was divided inf • three sections, of which the 
land of Gugc formed one. Hie son \,ho inherited C^uge became the 
second hero of the great revival of Buddhism in I’ibet. He himself 
became a monk, as did two of his own sons. Under the name of Lha- 
lama Yeshcho, this royal monk again invited scholars from India, and 
sent Tibetans to the Indian universities of Vikramashila and Na- 
landa for study. Like Gonpa Rabsal, Y' sheho was greatly concerned 
by a third Buddhist movement that originated among the laymen 
who for two generations or more had been left without any priestly 
guidance. ITliey were subject to all the most extravagant inventions 
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of doctrine; charlatans “discovering” scriptures and preaching a de- 
based form of tantricisin, misinterpretations of the already question- 
able teachings of unorthodox forms of Buddhism such as that 
taught by the Chinese before their expulsion, and of course an 
assimilation of Bon practice. 

Ycshcho felt that to combat this d really great teacher was 
needed, and he dispatched to north India an envoy, a noted trans- 
lator, with a gift of gold and an invitatic.n for the great Indian 
pandit, Dipantara Siijnana to come to Tibet. "Ilie pandit, better 
known in Tibet as Atisha, declined. He was of such renown and 
was such an important part of the University of \''ikramashila that 
his followers there refused to allow him to go. Lhalama Yeshcho 
was not to be discouraged, and he immcdiatelv oigani/.ed a campaign 
throughout 'Fibct to raise enough monev to make it possible for 
Atisha to leave his post. He himself was leading one such expedi- 
tion in a country called Garlog, which we think was Nepal, when 
his party was attacked and he was captured. Such gold as he had 
with him was taken, and the king ot Garlog held Yesticho to 
ransom for his weight in gold. 

llic rosal monk's brother set about raising this enormous sum, 
and having amassed it he himself brought it to the capital of 
Garlog, where Ycshcho was held in prison. "Ihc King announced 
that it was short by tlic si/c of ^Vsheho’s head, and that he would 
not release the prisoner. He did, however, allow the two brothers 
to meet. Yeshcho had grown old and weak through maltreatment, 
and he urged his brother not to try to save him, for he could not 
have many years left. He gave instructions that the gold already 
collected should be used to bring Atisha to ' Tibet and so do more 
good than his own feeble life could do. He would not be dissuaded, 
and shortly after the departure of the party, allegedly to collect the 
remaining gold, he was put to death. 

Eventually the party arrived at Vikramashila, and presented the 
gold to Atisha, telling him of the sacrifice of the royal monk, and 
urging him to come and help restore Buddhism in Tibet. Atisha 
was anxious to comply, but still his own followers at the university 
would not allow him to go. He used the gold to establish various 
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schools, and sent the Tibetans who had come to him out to these 
and other sen )oh. llien on the excuse of visiting them, he began 
to absent himself from \^ikramashila for short periods, gradually 
allaying suspicion, until finally he was able to leave with a small 
party and, joining the others, make the journey into Giige. He left 
word that he would return to \^ikrainashila, but it was not to be. 
Atisha gav^e his life to Thibet, dying there some seventeen years later, 
in his seventies. 

Like so many of the other great teachers, Atislia came from a 
prominent and wealthy family in Bengal. He studied in many 
diff rent schools, both Mdo (sutras) and Gvud (tanrras). Tic traveled 
as far as Burma in the cast and Afghanistan in the west m search 
of knowledge, and it is said he was thirty \cars old before he took 
liis vows as a monk. It was jusi such a nirni that Tibet iiccjed. 
Unlike Lopon Rinpochc, who had been the right kind of man for 
his time, Atisha was very much a man of the world*, in the sense 
that he had lived nearly half his life before taking vows, being a 
father of nine children. He was also a man of exceptional knowledge 
and experience, and, on top of it, evidently a man of great charm 
and boundless compassion. On arrival at Iholing, the monastic 
center of western 'Fibet, Atisha soon attracted students and scholars 
from all over the country. He worked closely with the great trans- 
lator, Rinchen Sangpo, and in his teachings he struck an ideal 
mc'iii between the doctrines of the sutras and tantras. He saw the 
terrible state of degeneration that had come about through a mis- 
understanding of the tantras, but he refused to give in to those 
who counseled that they should be ab')lishcd. He set about teaching 
the tantras as only a philosopher of Ins stature could, elevating them 
to the highest spiritual level, removing them from any but symbolic 
connection with ph)sical action. He himself, however, advised that 
only two of the four tantric initiations sliould generally be con- 
sidered since the other two could mislead the aspirant. Even so 
there was considerable opinion again..^ \tisha, and mistrust of his 
support for the tantric school. A number of scandals were spread 
about him, and still he persisted. At the same time that he sup- 
ported the tantras, however, Atisha also taught the pure Tlieg Chen 
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doctrine, free of all tantric elements. One of his greatest contribu- 
tions to Tibetan Buddhist literature is a discourse in pure Theg Chen 
tradition upon the different goals that man may set himself and 
their relative value. In this work he also dealt with Theg Man and 
tantric Buddhism, showing how each could be of use to man at 
different stages of his development. Here he clearly said that the 
tantras should only be followed by those who had passed through 
the previous stages of ethical training (Thtg Man) and philosophi- 
cal reflection (Theg Chen), and that the actual practice of tantra 
was a purely spiritual affair, in no way calling for a female counterpart 
or the use of intoxicants, and in no way permissable for the selfish 
goal of self-advancement. 

Despite his work at Tholing teaching monastic students, trans- 
lating, and generally systematizing anew the basic teachings of 
Tibetan Buddhism, Atisha found time to travel amongst the lay- 
men of the country, preaching and giving whatever help he could. 
Always he strove to avoid extremes; if an intellectually ambitious 
student asked him for personal guidance, instead of taking him into 
the heights of Theg Chen philosophy, Atisha would teach him about 
purity and love, A devotee brimming over with the emotional desire 
to worship would be given food for the intellect. What Atisha taught 
was a thorough development of the whole being of man, physical, 
emotional and mental— all there together, and only together, making 
for genuine spiritual advancement 

Tliis synthetic approach he elaborated in his private teachings 
given to his chief disciple, Dromton. It was in effect a reform of the 
old teachings, introducing a much tighter discipline and guarding 
against intellectual as well as physical extremism. It was also the 
beginning of sectarianism, and the reform sect so founded became 
known as Kadampa, and was to lead directly to the great reform 
sect later instituted by Tsong Khapa, the Gelukpa. 

More monasteries were established throughout the country, and 
soon after Atisha's arrival in Tholing Buddhism in Tibet had not 
only revived but had attracted more followers than ever. After a 
number of years in western Tibet, Atisha traveled to Lhasa and 
worked on the many books that had been reestablished in the 
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library of Samye. He was surprised to find there many Sanskrit works 
that were not even available in India. He continued teaching, con- 
stantly striving to raise Buddhism to the liighcst possible plane, 
even for the layman. It is said that Chenresig, Lord of Compassion, 
appeared to him twice, declaring that he was going to make Tibet 
his abode, but Atisha’s life was singularly free of visions and mira 
clcs. Yet his teaching, however intellectually profound, was touched 
with a true Buddhist love for all living things, and Atisha perhaps 
more than anyone gave Tibetan Buddhism, and the Tibetan people, 
the character they have today. 

By the time Atisha died, in the nnddlc of the eleventh century 
A.D., Buddhism in I’ibet had grown to such proportions tliat there 
were serious problems of organization. No longer was there any 
central king who could carry out r('forms on a national scale, iiid 
the rulers of the peth^ chiefdoms were still subject to the powci of 
the Bon nobility. Tlicrc was an equal lack of icligious centralization. 
The Kadampa sect founded by Atisha and Dromton was not llic 
only one. Two other disciples of Atisha, finding the severe discipline 
not to their taste, and wishing to reintroduce at least some of the 
old familiar deities, founded the Kargyupa and Sakyapa sects, lliosc 
who had not been convinced at all b) the teachings of Atisha and 
followed the old belief became known as the Nyingmapa, the Old 
Sect. The Bon beliefs and practices found a ready liome there, for 
this Old Sect was weakened by the number and qualit\' of all those 
who had follov/ed Atisha's II iclnngs. "Hie Nyingmapa strengthened 
their position from time to time by “discovering’' still further scrip- 
tures, or Tcrma, hidden in remote pla^ .'s, allegedly writings of Lopon 
Rinpochc. In this way they rcintrod. ced, as Buddhism, many old 
Bon rites, and the Bon of today consider themselves closer to the 
Nyingmapa than to any other Buddhist sect. 

Again and again the great tan trie teachings were perverted and 
abused, yet still there were those who, recognizing their spiritual 
potential, felt that Atisha had gone too far in subordinating them. 
One of his followers, Marpa, in particular felt the need to settle 
once and for all the disputes that constantly arose around these 
teachings. lie had visited India three times, studying under various 
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masters, including Naropa, disciple of the famous Tilopa who had 
been initiated into the highest mysteries by the patronage of Nagar- 
juna himself, and through the medium of a sorceress. Not one 
story recounts Tilopa as having studied under any earthly teacher. 
Even though his disciples— Naropa, and Marpa after him— had all, 
unlike Tilopa, studied long and hard, their eventual initiation was 
similarly mystic, and the tradition has continued to the present day. 
ITie power conveyed by the initiation is si great that it has never 
been set down in writing but has been passed on by purely oral 
tradition, from master to disciple, protected by oaths of secrecy. 

llic secret initiation comes only after the longest and most 
arduous period of training, physical and moral, demanded by any 
discipline. Once acquired, however, this extreme asceticism need 
not necessarily be continued. In this way our knowledge of Marpa 
as a teacher, in Tibet, gives us a picture of an apparently worldly 
man. lie was married, fond of good living. Tic is frequently depicted as 
c.xccssivcly corpulent, not always sober, and given to bad temper. This 
docs not prevent him from being, even today, a greatly revered 
figure. Each holder of this secret teaching has the responsibility for 
passing it on to one who has been tested to the utmost. It is up 
to each one to devise his own ways of establishing the worthiness 
of his disciples and of sclcetii*g only the liiglicst. Marpa’s way was 
to assume as unsaintly a form as he could and behave not only in 
an unsaintly maiinci but on occasions even to go against the most 
fundamental Buddhist laws. It is clear, after the fact, that never did 
he actually do any harm, but at the time only a disciple who had 
the most unquestioning faith in his master would have ever stayed 
with him. Such a disciple there was, and only one. He became one 
of Tibet's most loved and respected figures of all time, the saint and 
poet Milarepa. 

With his other disciples Marpa had equally effective though 
less drastic methods of training, for they were not destined to hold 
the secret but rather to become scholars and teachers of the Kargyupa 
sect. This sect attached much less importance to the nontantric 
scriptures than had been recommended by Atisha, and also it relied 
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much less on the rigid monastic discipline that had been a cardinal 
point of Atisha’s reform. On the other hand it is no less firm in 
advocating the most rigorous moral training before the commence- 
ment of any tantric instruction or practice. The instruction, under 
Marpa's guidance, combined the highest forms of tantricism as 
taught in different schools, and ordered them into four successive 
stages, llic first is the method of acquiring an illusory body and the 
ability to transfer consciousness, the basis of the art of dying and 
acquiring a good rebirth. Tlic second stage teaches the method by 
which the illusory nature of all phenomena, of all existence, is di- 
rcctlv realized, rather than merely reasoned, and by which the 
aspirant acquires the power to control his subconscioiis when in the 
dream state. This again is directed tow^ard securing a better rebirth, 
f(jr during the dream si ‘te of Bardo, bctw'ecn dcatli and rcbirHi, the 
subconscious is subject to many illusory temptations to which it may 
succumb, if not specially prepared. Ilie third stage ot^Marj^a’s four 
successive orders gives the method of reali/ation of the absolute 
emptiness of all self, subjective and objective. Practiced together 
with the method for ol^taining an illusorv body, this grants the 
aspirant the “'IViple Body of Isiilightcnmcnt.'’ Ihc fourth and final 
stage concerns the much-discussed, and abused, inner source of mys- 
tic power ill man, tlic Tiinimo me. This is the direct path to the reali- 
zation of the Supreme rruth, and can only be undertaken after 
mastery of the otlicr three stages. 

In order to ensure that both the preservation of knowledge and 
the continuation of spiritual practice should be guaranteed, Marpa 
set disciples aside for the one or the other. Tie himself worked 
ardently as a translator and continued to appear, to those whose 
inclinations were intellectual rather than spiritual, as a more than 
worldly man. It is perhaps because of the excessivcncss of this aspect 
that he rescaled his spiritual powers to certain of his closest disciples 
by demonstrating the power of Entering the Dead. Otherwise his 
life and example must have seemed unremarkable to all but a few. 
However much he may have been respected foi his intellectual ability, 
there was little or nothing of an outw'ard nature to attract the spir- 
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itiial aspirant Milarepa proved just the exception to the lack of 
interest in Marpa by aspirants that Marpa was looking for. He saw 
and knew the real Marpa. 

The name given him at birth was Tobaga, meaning “delightful 
to hear/' his father's reaction to the news of the boy's birth. Tlic 
name proved apt, for Tobaga grew up with a fine voice and a great 
talent for singing. When he was only seven years old, however, his 
father died, and the uncle to whom the fan'ily were entrusted stole 
from them all their property and land and left them destitute. The 
widow was filled with an insatiable desire for revenge, which she 
managed to instill into her young son. She eventually told him that 
the only way the wrong done them could be a\ enged was by Mila 
going out to seek a sorcerer from whom he could learn the spells 
and acquire the power that would bring destruction to his uncle's 
household, just as destruction had been brought to theirs. 

Mila set out, and was accepted by a great tantric sorcerer only 
when he offered his life, having nothing else to offer a man accus- 
tomed to being paid the highest fees for his instruction. Mila learned 
well, and put his learning to use, as he had promised his mother, 
by bringing destruction and death to his uncle's household. He 
conjured up a giant scorpion which pulled away the main housepost, 
bringing the house down and killing all who were assembled inside 
for a wedding feast. His uncle and aunt both escaped to suffer the 
full brunt of the tragedy. Mila further brought a \iolent hailstorm 
down on their fields, destroying their crops and reducing them to 
poverty. 

Tlic deed pleased Mila's mother, but it did not please Mila. 
He was stricken with horror at what he had done and now gave 
himself up entirch to a life of penance. He studied for a while with 
a Nyingmapa teacher but was always restless, moving on in search 
of greater solace. He heard of Marpa, and it is said that at once 
he felt certain that it w’as from him that the w^ay to purification 
could be found. It must have been an act of faith from the outset, 
for Mila was not seeking for intellectual enlightenment, and there 
was little else about Marpa, outwardly, to attract the aspirant. Yet 
as far as we can see there was no doubt in Milarepa's mind. 
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Marpa agreed to take Mila as his student, but refused to have 
anything to do with him until he had first atoned for his crimes. 
Mila was more than willing, and when Marpa instructed him to 
go to a certain place and fetch stones (carrying them on his back) 
with which to build a house, he did not hesitate. Marpa specified 
exactly what kind of a house was to be built, and slowly Mila erected 
it, stone by stone. When it was finally done Marpa, instead of 
giving the promised instruction, denied that this was the kind of 
house he had asked for and made Mila return the stones to the 
place where he had found them and start all over again. Tlic next 
time Marpa said the house was in the wrong place, so once again 
Mila set about his task, not for a moment questioning his master. 
Even when Mila's back was raw and bleeding, Marpa would allow 
no respite. 

To further test his pupil, Marpa feigned drunkenness and anger 
and was quite unnecessarily harsh and cruel. Once or twice Mila 
tried to run away, but always he came back. Marpa even made him 
use the sorcery he had learned to kill some people that Marpa said 
were his enemies. Once again the disciple did not flinch, though he 
was well aware of the kind of rebirth he could expect following a 
repetition of his former act of violence ... if Marpa were a false 
teacher. He carried out the wishes of his master, and only by his 
unquestioning faith did he win the goal he sought. Having tried 
every means he could, at the expense of his own reputation, to 
discourage his disciple, Marpa was finally convinced of Mila's sin- 
cerity and initiated him into the secret doctrine, and gave him the 
responsibility for carrying it forward. Together, it is said, they drank 
wine from the symbol of impermanence, a cup made from a human 
skull, a symbol still used in tantric rites today. 

Mila now spent some six years in self-purification, making use 
of the secrets he had won. Tliey were six years spent in solitude and 
meditation in a nearby cave. Then Mila decided to return home, 
having had a vision in which he saw his mother dead, the house in 
ruins, and his sister in rags. It was all as he had foreseen, and over- 
come by grief, he resolved to spend the rest of his life as a hermit 
and, by pursuing the ascetic path, find final liberation. The idea was 
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in no way a selfish one but one designed to enable him to help 
others on the way, by his own sacrifice. It was a path not only not 
taught by the Buddha, but one against which the Buddha had 
specifically preached in advocating the Middle Way. However, 
there have always been those who have said that the Buddha's 
teaching did not rule out such practices in exceptional instances. 

Mila went up into the mountains and there began a life of the 
severest asceticism, for he realized that dtith could come at any 
time, depriving him of his goal of liberation. Every minute of every 
hour that he could stay awake had to be given to his meditative 
search. Even in slccj^ his inner self continued the search. I’o begin 
with he used to gather wild fruits around the cave in which he 
lived, but then he began to worrv that that too might cost him his 
goal, and he ended by eating only the nettles that grew' in abundance 
all around liini. I'br clothes he only wore a light cotton robe, even 
in the winter when he was shut off from the few pilgrims who used 
to come and bring him offerings of food. It is for this reason that 
he became known as Mila-Repa, Cotton-clad Mila. 

Ilis sistci and the woman to whom he had once been betrothed, 
and who had never married, followed him, begging him to give up 
this terrible life of hardship. When he persisted, they did what they 
could to help, bringing food and clothing such as they could spare. 
Often it was rejected or abused, for Milarepa well knew how easy 
it was to become carthbound by attachment to luxuries. For him 
even a rough blanket was a luxur}', and when his sister brought him 
one so that he could cover his naked body, he cut it into little strips. 
In this way he taught her and all others who came to him. Yet his 
gift for song and poetry never left him, and his verses were written 
down and preserved to become the common property of all Tibetans 
today. It would be rare to find a fanner or a nomad who could 
not quote from the Hundred 'Hiousand Songs of Milarepa. Despite 
his asceticism he was a man keenly aware of beauty, and he describes 
with love and reverence the countryside all around him, from one 
season to the next, so full of life. Animals, birds, insects, even plants 
were all alive to him, yet they also served only to remind him further 
of the impermanence of all things, the illusory nature of all exist- 
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ence. Once when he was going from one cave to another, ever in 
search of greater solitude, his clay food bowl broke. He at once 
burst into song and praised it, saying that now it had become a 
great teacher, for it had again reminded him of the transitory 
nature of all things. 

He was a gentle man, with none of the passion shown by his 
own master. Yet he was firm. When a scholar, too proud of his 
learning, came to him Milarepa sang the following song— 

Accustomed long to meditating on the Whispered Chosen 
Truths, 

I have forgot all that is said in written and in printed books. 

Accustomed, as Tve been, to study of the Common Science, 

Knowledge of erring ignorance I’ve lost. 

Accustomed long to keep my mind in the Uncreated State of 
lYeedoni, 

1 have forgot conventional and artificial usages. 

Accustomed long to know the meaning of the \\^)rdlcss, 

I ha^’c forgot the way to trace the roots of verbs and source 
of words and phrases; 

May thou, () Learned One, trace out these things in standard 
books.* 

Milarcj)a achieved liberation, and died, as he wished, in lonely 
isolation. Tlie love that he felt for all living things is reflected in 
the devotion Tibetans have ever since shown to the saint. Some of 
his followers found the asceticism too much, and moving back 
toward the old Nyingmapa sect thej' founded subdivisions of the 
Kargyupa known as Karmapa, Dikungpa, and Dugpa. Needless to 
say, despite the simplicity of his life and teachings, numerous stories 
grew up around Milarepa telling of miracles pertormed. A Christian 
priest, a member of a mission that had been working in Tibet during 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, was horrified at the stories 
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told of Milarepa, considering that such works could only be the 
works of the devil. Nonetheless so great was the devotion of the 
people to the memory of Mila, that the priest was forced to confess 
shame in the fact that “I did not honour, love and serve Jesus, 
sole master, sole and true teacher, as well as this people loved and 
served a traitor, a deceiver who brought them a false religion.” As 
for the miracles, we believe that, like everything else, they occur in 
men’s minds and so have that degree of reality But Mila himself 
would have had us look further, to the reality beyond. 

The story is told that when Milarepa died clouds formed mystic 
symbols m the sky, Gods descended to earth and walked amongst 
men, and Heaven wept tears of blossoms These things may or may 
not have happened, but the belief that they did happen is an act 
of reverence for the truth and beauty and goodness of Mila’s life, 
and as such tan only enrich our understanding 



CHAPTER NINE 


The Toundation of the Order 



He who would harm another js no seeker 
after truth. 

He who would act wroniijy toward 
another n no monk 
horn all wrung abstain, 

Lne in goodness, in punts of mmd as 
well as body. 

Such IS the Word of the Buddha 
Do not scorn, nor do harm, 

Lne in the law of the Order, 

Lake hut little food seek not oserly the 
cmnpain of others. 

By meditation keep control of esery thought. 
Such IS the Word of the Buddha 

— JROM Dhammapada 




XiiK period of anarcli) that followed 
Lang Darma’s death was broken by the re\i\al of Buddhism, rather 
than by the cincrgenec of another line of kings. Politieallv, Tibet 
remained divided amongst rival petty chiefs, whose fortunes waxed 
and waned in a manner that led, inevitably, to an increase in the 
political impoitanee of the monasteries, hbr one thing the monas 
tcries were fast accumulating wealth and land, and to guard against 
raids in those lawless times thev were built like fortresses, surrounded 
by high stone walls many feet thick. 'Thev became a symbol of 
stability as well as being places of refuge. 

Wlicreas Samye had risen to a position of preeminence in both 
scholarlv and spiritual endeavor, the voiingcr monastery of Sakya* 
w'as the first to achieve and wield truly political authority. It must 
not be thought, how'cvcr, that it deliberately aimed itself toward 
this goal, nor that its political activities vvcie allow^cd to overshadow 
its religious life. The founder of the school was Drokmi, a great 
scholai and translator w'ho had studied at the University of \hkra' 
niashila, in India, for a number of vears. He rejected the old tantras, 
following the iiew^ school of Atisha, and establishing a monastery 
of his own in the province of Isang To this monastery came a 
certain Koncho Gve])0, who wns to be the effective founder of the 
great Sakya Monastery. Koncho Gyepo was a member of the old 
school, the Nvingmapa, which kepi to the old translations of the 
tantras before their expurgation by Atisha. Tin’s school allowed its 
members to marry, and Koncho Gyepo himself was married. But 
those who married w'crc only aspirants, not monks. Neither Nying- 
mapa nor Gelukpa monks arc allowed to marry. Koncho Gyepo felt 

* The mine does not indicate any connection with the Sakra roval family 
from which came the Buddha. 


193 



J94 TIBET 


a great dissatisfaction with the way in which some Nyingmapa devi- 
ated from the strict order of secrecy, performing secret rites in pubhe. 
He could see such relaxation of the rule leading to further corruption. 

Koncho Cycpo wandered from teacher to teacher in search of 
a higher discipline and fell undci the influence of Drokmi. Around 
the }ear 1071 he founded Sakya Monastery, so called because it 
was built on a site where the earth was colored gray (sa-kya). There 
he taught that too much reliance on meditation could lead the 
aspirant into thinking that he had achieved a realization of the 
ultimate truth, whereas in fact all that might have been achieved 
was a mere development of physical and mental faculties. To guard 
against such a mistake, which would lead one only further into 
ignorance and delusion, he laid great stress on a systematic study 
of the Buddhist sciipturcs. Sak\a quickh became famous for both 
its schol.irship and its s])iritual adsaneement, a combination that 
was all too rare. 

Koncho Gyepo's son followed his father, and since Koncho 
Gvepo had never seen cause foi advocating eclibaev among monks, 
it became an established custom, at Sakva, for the post of abbot to 
pass from father to son, oi uncle to nephew. In this way there arose 
an ecclesiastical d) nasty which has continued up to the present day, 
though the political and economic status of Sakva has diminished 
considerably from its position of ascendency in the thirteenth cen- 
tury. 

Koncho C^vepo’s grandson, Kunga Gyaltsan, who became known 
as Sakya Pandita, or the Sak}a Grand Lama, again showed that 
rare combination of academic and spiritual attainment, and under- 
took a careful study of non-Buddhist sciipturcs which enabled him 
to establish more firmlv than ever the preeminence of Buddhism in 
’^Pibct. One famous incident in his life was the defeat he inflicted 
on a renowned Brahman philosopher in a debate on Vedanta, or 
Brahmanie thought. Acknowledging defeat, the Brahman became 
eoiivcrted and took holy oiders as a Buddhist monk. His hair, cut 
off for the ordination, was used to decorate a black banner eiectcd 
by Kunga Gyaltsan, a practice still followed today. 

It was in Kunga Gyaltsan's time that the political ascendency 
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of the Sakya dynasty was established. So great was his learning and 
his reputation for spirtual attainment that he received an invitation 
from the Mongolian chief Godan, a descendant of the great Genghis 
Khan. While at the Mongol court, the Sakya Grand Lama won 
ready recognition by the force of his personality and the power of 
his teaching. Tlie court was still further impressed when the Lama 
managed to cure Godan of a serious illness. With the Lama was 
his nephew, Phakpa, and together they adapted the Uighur script 
so that the Scriptures could be translated into Mongolian, which at 
that time was an unwritten language. The establishment of friendly 
relations with their powerful northern neighbors put Sakya's suprem- 
acy beyond question, for no other monastery or sect could command 
such support, llie militant spirit that was so much a part of Tibetan 
character was by no means dead, and it was not unknown for one 
monastery to carry out a raid and sack another, so great was the 
rivalry. 

When the Mongol domination of China was secured, and 
Kiiblai Klian became emperor, Phakpa was invited to the Imperial 
Court. Kublai had an enquiring mind, and he had seen enough of 
the world to realize that despite its military superiority, Mongolia 
lacked the sophistication of its neighbors, particularly in leligion. He 
had interested himself in Christianit}' and Islam, as well as the 
Chinese school of Tao. Phakpa won him over to Tibetan Buddhism, 
not once admitting that he was anything but the Emperor’s equal. 
His insistence on the fact caused a historical debate, in which 
Phakpa, backed by Chinese records, showed how I’lbet had once 
defeated China. Kublai accepted PhaNpa as his teacher, accorded 
him a number of highly honorific titlt:>, and established him as the 
political ruler of 7’ibet Tliis was no emptv honor for by then the 
Mongol armies had effectively subdued the last vestiges of power 
among the Tibetan ehiefs and had unified the country under 
Mongol control, llie administrative center was established now at 
Sakya, with the Sakya Lama as nominal and effective head of state. 
The Emperor wanted to go even further and issue an edict making 
the Sakya sect the only lawful Buddhist sect in Tibet. Phakpa, 
however, insisted that there should be complete religious freedom. 
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The wealth that was showered on Phakpa by the Imperial 
Court was used to enlarge and enrieh the monastery of Sakya, and 
it became the greatest repository for religious treasures in all the 
country. '^Flie main temple contained a golden statue of Gautama 
no less than thirty -five feet high, and innumerable other golden 
figures. The walls and pillars were hung with the richest gold bro- 
cade. Such was the importance of Tibetan religious leadership to 
the Imperial Court. "Ilie Mongol army couiJ be relied on, at the 
same time, to defend its protege, and its not infrequent incursions 
into 'I'lbet on this account caused growing dissatisfaction with 
Sakya rule. As Mongol power waned, however, ^o did that of the 
Sakya dynasty. Other monasteries and sects had been building up 
their own followings and now began to challenge seriously the po- 
litical authority of Sakya. Even within the Sak\a sect there was 
dissention, and on one occasion the Lama was assassinated bv his 
own ministers 

Other monasteries began to scud their own delegations to the 
Impeiial Court, seeking its pationage m return for their religious 
and spiritual guidance 'lliis further undermined Sakva suj)remacy, 
and in the middle of the fourteenth century its ()verlordshi]3 came 
to an end Although it had a relati\el\ short life, Sakya overlordship 
accomplished several important things. It muted Tibet under a joint 
political and religious leadership; it set the example of such leader- 
ship being hereditary; it organized a ccntial administrative machinery 
in which the country was divided into thirteen proMiiccs, each with 
a lay governor who did not ha\e to belong to the Sakya sect; and 
finally, in the political realm, it established a mutually acceptable 
basis for international relations with its two powerful neighbors, 
China and Mongolia. It was a basis of political equality, with Tibet 
supplying religious teachers and counsel in return for protection. 
The protection was a necessity, for already Buddhism with its em- 
phasis on the sanctity of life, was beginning to erase the last traces 
of militarism among the Tibetan people. 

Sakya, during the same period, had given a new impetus to 
Buddhism, not only raising the academic standards and establishing 
new monasteries throughout the country, but broadening the scope 
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of Tibetan Buddhism while fighting the tendencies to degeneration 
within it bv stressing spiritual as w^cll as academic achievement. It 
kept alive and furthered the work of reform begun by Atisha, pre- 
paring the ground for the great reform that was yet to come and for 
the final establishment of a theocratic state that would come at the 
same time. 

Buddhism had spread throughout the country, but as long as 
it remained divided into riv'al sects and independent monasteries it 
could effect no firm control over either clergy or laymen. Influence 
from India was still strong, partieularlv the lower forms of tantricism 
whi( h found a ready appeal among the less educated mass of the 
population Amongst the clergy too there were those who, pretend- 
ing that these tantrie writings were the authentic word of the Bud- 
dha, used tliem as an excuse foi the grossest self indulgence. Others 
who practiced a more austere life onlv did so for self-gain, to acquire 
magical powcis. Kven today von can sec Nrig/>d, ascotic' magicians, 
decorated with necklaces made of human bones and using human 
skulls as drinking cups. I’licy are iK:)t monks, but have taken the 
tantiic t('achings and followc'd them for the sake of power alone. 
Regardless of the fact that most of them use their povv'cr in a harm- 
less nav, l)eing little more than sootlisavcrs, they have done a great 
injiirv to themselves by concentrating on the development of power, 
foi tliis blinds them to the higher atlamnients yet to be sought. 

At the time of the disintejrration of Sak\a rule there w^as a 
great need for a spiritual foicc that could not only restate the reforms 
introduced bv’ Atisha, but also could compel adherence to monastic 
discipline. Such a need was fulfilled in the person of Tsong Khapa, 
who was responsible for the whole edifice of Buddhist rule in Tibet 
as it has existed u]) to the present day. He was born in Amdo prov- 
ince, of a nomad couple who had long been childless. The couple had 
set up their tent near a convenient watering place and in this tent 
the wonder child was born. Iliat spot is now in the middle of the 
great monastery of Kumbuni, where I my elf w^as educated, and where 
later 1 became abbot, lliere is a great tree growing there which, it is 
said, sprang up from the spot where the mother’s blood fell to the 
ground. 
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Tlie boy began his religious studies when only a few years old 
and learned to read and write at the monastery of Shardzong. While 
he was there a learned scholar from central Tibet passed by and took 
a great interest in Tsong Kliapa. Quickly seeing the exceptional quali- 
ties of the boy who urgently begged to be given the vows of monk- 
hood, the visiting piiest, Rolpai Dorje, cut the boy's hair as a sign 
of renunciation of the world, and Tsong Khapa took the first five 
vows: not to kill, commit adultery, steal, 1 k" or drink intoxicating 
liquor. When the hair was cut the priest cast it down on the rock 
beside the cave in which Tsong Khapa was living. From the rock 
sprang a juniper tree, which today is still strangely scented like human 
hair. By the time he was sixteen years old Tsong Kliapa 's intellect 
had developed to a point where he had outstripped his teachers in 
Amdo, and at this early age he was sent for higher studies at the 
great monasteries of central Tibet 

He had a wide education, including the tantras, but since tan- 
tric initiations arc kept secret it is impossible to know to what extent 
Tsong Khapa, or any other teacher, practiced tantric rites But in 
all disciplines he quickly proved himself a master in debate as in 
exposition, and he wrote numerous important works that restated 
the basic teachings of the various systems, shorn of the accumulated 
overgrowth that represented the desire of less idealistic followers to 
suit the teachings to their own tastes. As was Atisha, so was Tsong 
Kliapa fully aware of the value of the tantras, but he was perhaps 
even more aware of the danger they represent to monastic discipline. 
Tsong Kliapa believed that tantric practice is something between an 
individual teacher and an individual pupil, llie teacher initiated the 
pupil only when he was convinced that the pupil was fully prepared, 
often after many years of arduous self-discipline and rigid asceticism. 
He then passed on to his pupil the secret teachings, many of which 
have never been written down, but have been communicated from 
teacher to disciple by word of mouth. The highest teachings are 
only passed on to one disciple, who holds them in trust and, before 
his death, passes them on again to one other. In this way the 
highest teachings never become common knowledge or subject to 
abuse. They exist so that there may at all times be one who, by 
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making proper use of them, can make the maximum use of his present 
life as a teacher. 

Even the lesser initiations are very much a personal matter, and 
an initiate is generally not only forbidden to pass on what he has 
learned, without the express instruction to do so from his teacher, 
but he may not even reveal that he has been initiated. The purpose 
of the initiation is only incidentally the self-development of the ini- 
tiate. It has a much higher ultimate purpose, for the initiate conse- 
quently develops various faculties with a view to helping others 
toward liberation. The years spent in solitude, working toward such 
development, are not selfish years. On the contrary, they demand the 
utmost self-denial. Many aspirants in order to free themselves from 
distractions have themselves shut up in tiny cells, or walled up in 
caves with only a tiny aperture left for xentilation and throiigli which 
the bare minimum of food can be passed. Some even have elaborate 
traps in which food can be placed without disturbing the aspirant, 
without even letting light into his cell, thus ensuring peifcct solitude. 
It is said that this rigid training and renunciation of all worldly 
things, to the utmost possible extent, can alone, within a single brief 
lifetime, guaiaiitcc arrival at the knowledge of the impermanence of 
material things, of the illusory nature of existence. With this realiza- 
tion comes the power of release, so that c\en in their lifetime, that is 
while the body continues to breathe, the now-perfected master can 
leave his body at will and pass out of his cell, through the tiny vent 
or even through the walls, and roam at will, manifesting himself to 
others either in his habitual bodily form, or in other forms, or even 
by entering other bodies. Tliis would only be done, however, for 
some urgent purpose, such as the trammission of knowledge. 

Sometimes aspirants die while still in seclusion, but even so their 
effort has not been wasted, according to Buddhist belief. A single 
man stri\'ing to achieve perfection radiates perfection. Even the hear- 
say knowledge that there is such an individual, perhaps thousands of 
miles away, will serve to inspire others Toward similar ideals. In dying 
he dies having achieved a higher level and will consequently be 
reborn closer to perfection and will thus be able in his next life to 
be of greater value to his fellow beings. 
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The tantras, which teach the means by which enlightenment 
may be reached by this short path, plainly demand the utmost sacri- 
fice and devotion. Tsong Kliapa, therefore, saw that they could not 
be a part of monastic life, for a monastery is a community and works 
as such, for the same goal but by a different method. A monastery 
serves the lay populace, by its worship, its religious services, its teach- 
ing, and in many other ways. Even in Tsong Khapa's time the more 
truly Buddhist monasteries deliberately c\ ‘■ended their influence 
far beyond the monastcrv walls, helping in the maintenance of law 
and order, helping with the distribution of land amongst the 
farmers . . . quite apart from the religious aid offered by monks who 
traveled amongst the lay people, preaching and teaching and per- 
forming necessary rites. 

As Tsong Khapa saw it, the tantric teachings, if they arc to be 
properly applied toward the highest goal, which is the only legitimate 
one, demand a waj of life exactly opposed to that of a monastery, 
where one is surrounded by hundreds or even thousands of others. A 
monastery, if it is to sur\i\e, must have a common discipline fol- 
lowed by all whereas the tantras demand that cacli individual make 
his own way under the personal supervision of his teacher to begin 
with, then m absolute solitude— preferably, it is so often stated, in 
places unfrequented bs' man. 'Hie fact that Tsong Khapa devoted 
his life to monastic reform, forbidding tantric teaching and piactice 
within his own monastery, is only a recognition of the incompatibilit}^ 
of the two wass, not a judgment that one is ^superior to the other. It 
is more than likely that he was himself a tantric initiate. Ilis stress 
on discipline does not mean, as many have said, that he was a mere 
intellectual and administrative genius, without spiritual power. He 
could hardly have achieved what he did, nor attracted the immense 
following he had in his lifetime, had he not matched his intellect 
with spiritual development. 

Looking back to the degeneration that had taken place since 
Atisha came to I’ibet, however, he saw what damage could be done 
by lowering tantric standards, by opening this essentially esoteric 
teaching to all, even to the point of giving classroom instruction. 
Having undertaken tantric studies himself he must have been well 
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aware that in the initial stages of self-development by use of tantric 
practice, various changes take place in the physical and mental being 
of the aspirant that can mislead him into thinking he has achieved a 
much higher level of perfection than the first step, which is all he has 
taken. Tliis danger is particularly acute if he is not secluded and 
so is still in a position to make comparisons with others around him. 
Tantric practice ultimately demands the complete negation of sclf- 
consciousness, and tliis can only be achieved by first obliterating con- 
sciousness of the outside world. It would be a superhuman task for 
anyone to accomplish without the help given by seclusion from that 
world, so far as it is possible. 

Tsong Kliapa’s teaching along these lines attracted many fol- 
lowers who were, like himself, dismayed at the abuse into which 
these great teachings had fallen. Tantric practice, unaccompanied by 
self-denial and even self-removal can only lead to greater delusion and 
ignorance at best, and at worst can easily lead to abandtmmcnt of the 
self to all its desires and passions. Monasteries everywhere were per- 
mitting and e>Tn encouraging such practices and were thus failing 
in their duties to both the individual practitioners and to the la} 
public, to whom they were meant to be bringing help and knowledge. 
Rather than try to introduce reform into any of these monasteries, 
Tsong Khapa founded his own, known as Gandcn, meaning Place 
of Joy (in the sense of perfection), and from this his followers 
came to be known as Gelukpa, or “those who follow the path of 
perfect virtue.” Here, at Ganden, Tsong Khapa was able to establish 
at the outset, without having to com promise with an} old order, the 
pattern of monastic discipline that he deemed fit. 

Tlie course of study was eclectic, and a proficient knowiedge of 
non-Buddhist philosophical systems was demanded equallv with a 
knowiedge of the various Buddhist schools. Tantras appeared in the 
course of studies not with a view' to practice, but rather with a 
view to right understanding. In this w^ay the S}mbol of sexual union 
was emphatically declared to be a symN*! of the union of knowledge 
and activity, leading to the right application of knowledge, or power. 
It in no way licensed sexual activity as a practice leading to spiritual 
advancemenf, as some of the old sects now' taught. To reinforce 
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this, Tsong Khapa exacted absolute celibacy from all the monks who 
joined the Gelukpa order, from the lowest to the highest, whereas 
most other orders permitted (and some still do) marriage or inter- 
course for the lower orders of monks. The Sakyapa sect, as we have 
seen, not only permitted their abbot to marry but demanded it, as a 
means of ensuring succession of wisdom as well as succession of lead- 
ership, in distinction from the master/disciplc system of succession 
practiced by the mystics. 

Tlic use of liquor and narcotics was equally forbidden to all 
Gelukpa, and once again Tsong Khapa saw that it was best to stress 
the symbolic meaning of intoxication and of meat eating (another 
practice which some old sects said had spiritual value). To simply 
deny them any value would only achieve a limited end within his 
own following. By offering a symbolic interpretation he hoped to 
be able to slowly introduce reform into the other sects. Similarly he 
took the old Gods and demons, images and paintings of which filled 
the temples and monasteries of the day and nearly all of which had 
non-Buddhist origins, and he taught the symbolic meaning of each. 
In this way, to all outward appearances, the Gelukpa even today do 
not differ all that much from the Nsingmapa, or unreformed sect. 
Tlie difference is in the way followed by the monks. 

While Tsong Khapa stressed the highest academic standards as 
an aboslute prerequisite to advanced spiritual practice, involving the 
use of meditation for personal spiritual advancement, he equally 
stressed the need for a spiritual goal to be held above all others. He 
insisted on a period of retreat in a hermitage for all members of his 
order to remind them forcibly of their spiritual goal and to further 
the order's achievement. He further introduced a series of vows, num- 
bering two hundred and fifty three, taken by monks as they pass from 
one grade to another, each grade demanding a higher level of renunci- 
ation. The four mam vows, or Tsawa Shi, were to refrain from killing, 
stealing, having sexual intercourse, and lying. His teachings were 
similarly graded so that the novice entering the order knew that 
before him lay many years of sheer hard work and severe discipline, 
the fruits of which would not be the sudden blinding revelation of 
truth promised by the short path but rather a gradual, infinitely 
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safer and more sure advancement of his whole being, mental, physical 
and spiritual. His attention was always directed, by the monastic 
discipline, to the needs of others so that he could never lose sight of 
the Changchub Sempa ideal, the ideal by which the ultimate sacrifice 
is made, the sacrifice of one’s own liberation for the sake of others. 
Here lies the basis for the theory of the reincarnation of teachers 
which has come to provide Tibet with spiritual dynasties such as those 
of the Gyalwa and Panchen Rinpoche. It was in Tsong Khapa’s 
time that the foundation of these dynasties were laid. 

The great reformer himself eschewed the policy of attracting 
followers by the performance of miracles, just as he refrained from 
promising the novice any startling development of supernormal 
powers. Consequently the Gelukpa sect has always seemed rather 
austere to some Tibetans as well as to those foreigners who associate 
our country and religion with miraculous and mystic powers. Yet 
the force of Tsong Kliapa’s arguments was so great ttiat he rapidly 
attracted a large following, and the other sects sought various ways 
of stemming the rise of the Gelukpa. His fame reached even to 
China, and the reformer received a pressing invitation to visit the 
Imperial Court, llus would, oi course, have been an ideal opportunity 
for him to seek the secular power and backing to give his reformed 
sect a dominant and controlling position in Tibet. Tsong Kliapa 
refused the invitation, however. He made the excuse that if he eame 
with the large retinue that would be demanded by the occasion, it 
would cause much hardship among all the villages along the route, 
where people would be taxed and made to contribute food they could 
ill afford in order to provide him with a fitting reception. In the end 
he sent a representative, but only wiih the purpose of e<pounding 
his teachings, not to seek lor the material support he so badly needed 
at the time. 

Both religious sects and secular chiefs were afraid of Tsong 
Khapa’s reform movement because of its undeniable validity. During 
his own lifetime his following grew to s.m h an extent that his disciples 
had to found two other major monasteries, also near Lhasa, to 
house the ever-growing number of monks. Tliese monasteries were 
known as Sera and Drepung, and like Ganden they differed even 
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outwardly from the older monasteries, being built down in the 
valleys, rather than as fortresses perched on mountain tops. Tsong 
Khapa also began the practice of combining the New Year festival 
with the Great Prayer, in which the welfare of the whole world, Bud- 
dhist and non-Buddhist, is prayed for. On this occasion thousands 
of Gelukpa monks came from the three new monasteries to fill the 
great temple in l.hasa and to offer the prayer. 

The greatest strength of Tsong Khapa lay in his own blameless 
life, the perfection of the example he set others, and his own abso- 
lute reliance on the teachings of Buddha. This has been the strength 
of the Gelukpa sect ever since. The discipline is still too severe for 
some who prefer the less austere but perhaps less perfect way of the 
Nyingmapa. Within this strength lies still more strength, for the 
discipline demanded bv the reformer includes the ideal of service to 
others Tsong Khapa, like Atisha, allowed for the fact that different 
people have different opportunities and different abilities, and there- 
fore that even laymen should ha\c differently graded paths to follow. 
All paths must rest, however, on the word of Buddha. It is the duty 
of the monkhood to expound the word, hriving first qualified them- 
sch es by those long years of study and sacrifice In this wa\ the monk- 
hood makes itself indisjjcnsablc, so long as it remains true to its 
own teachings and to the precepts of the Buddha. The moment it 
departs from those precepts it sows the seeds of its own destruction. 
The 1’hrce Precious Truths, the Buddha. His Word, and the Monk- 
hood are the foundation not only of the Buddhist church, but of all 
Buddhist practice. By making the '^Flircc Precious Truths a central 
part of Gelukpa doctrine, Tsong Kliapa ensured at once the success 
of the sect and the success of the doctrine. 

Had he set out to subvert or e\en to reform the older sects, it is 
unlikely that he would have succeeded. Success only came through 
his living example. As a further result, the other sects have gradually 
come closer to the Gelukpa ideal, while still maintaining their 
owm traditions, so that todav there is no discord between them, and 
even the Bon religion persists, though now much influenced by Bud- 
dhism, in harmony with the Buddhist sects. 

'^Phe terms '"Red Hat" and '‘Yellow Hat" which have found 
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such common use outside Tibet confuse the situation, giving the ap- 
pearance of sectarian rivalry on the one hand, and the impression, on 
the other hand, that one sect indulges in diabolical practices while 
the other alone is lofty and pure. The essential difference is that the 
one follows the old translations, and the other follows the later trans- 
lations, from which most of the non-Buddhist influence has been 
expunged. The more significant translation of the sectarian names 
would, then, be Old Translation School and New Translation School. 
Before Tsong Khapa it w'as the custom for all monks to wear red hats, 
and the reformer, wishing to set his followers apart, to emphasize 
thcii break with the old school, introduced the use of a yellow hat, 
possibly because yellow is a color associated in 'Tibet with the notion 
of purity and with the idea of growth, or increase Red is associated 
with physical strength and power, or authority. Black is force, lou- 
nected with warfare, and white is thought of as ha\ang t(j do with 
peace. Some people use colors in this way to achic\'c sj^t'cial results. 
If a monk wanted to subdue unbelievers and bring them under his 
control, he might, in his meditations, wear a reel hat and a red robe, 
use a red rosary and sit on a red carpet, and peihaps decorate his 
shrine with red flowers. Black Lat^ are used in some dances that repre- 
sent the fight against evil. Hie white hat of the Sakyapa sect is said 
to enhance the spiritual state of the wearer, and so is associated with 
inner peace. Not onl\ the colors but also the shapes of the liats all 
have symbolic significance. 

Because a monk or j^ricsi belongs to one sect doc^ not mean he 
is divided from the other. There is nothing to stop a Gclukpa monk 
from wearing a red hat, it for some i ison he thinks it will benefit 
liis progress. 

I often used to visit Nvingmapa monasteries. 'The) arc much like 
our own, though sometimes instead of being painted plain red, as 
ours arc, the walls arc painted with vertical stripes in different colors, 
like red, white and black. When 1 first saw tins I felt very strange, 
but perhaps that was just because I v' r so used to the plain dark 
red of my own monastery. Then there were little differences in the 
ritual, the way the Nvingmapa make their offerings and the way they 
chant. There is more tantric practice with the Nyingmapa too, and if 
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you are not used to tliat it may make you feel uncomfortable. Certain 
tantric rites demand the use of human bones, and in a Gelukpa 
monastery we are not allowed to use these, except perhaps in certain 
very special services and in places that are set aside for them. Certain 
initiations demand their use, or an individual may have a protective 
deity whose offerings have to be made with their use. But they are 
never in general use, as some people seem to think. There arc many 
ridiculous stories about human flesh being eaten and blood drunk 
from cups made of skulls. TThis is just a reflection of the people who 
think these things. 

For instance our protective deih' in Tibet is Chenresig, Loid of 
Compassion. But he has another form, which we call Gonpo. 
Whereas Chenresig is gentle, Gonpo is fierce In his fierce form Chen- 
resig destroys evil. He is pictured as being a giant, black, carrying a 
skull in one hand, wearing a necklace of skulls, and usually tramp- 
ling on a corpse. The ritual offering to Gonpo has to be made in a 
skull cup. W^c actually put hol\ water in it, but wha! vou sec depends 
on what is in your heart. Someone who is pure sees milk and believes 
that an offering of milk has been made Someone w ho has accumu- 
lated many bad deeds thinks it is blood. Some are themseh'cs so 
evil that they sec parts of the body, a licait oi an eve, and think that 
this is the offering. If wc take the initiation of Gonpo, then \vc may 
eat meat, but w^e do so wath the thought in our minds of the destruc- 
tion of evil 'Hie eating of meat in itself is not bad, what is bad is the 
thought in your mind. If you take pleasure in it, \ou arc taking 
pleasure in the taking of life, and that is bad. If ^'ou eat meat mcrelv 
because, as is usual in Tiliet, there is no othci food, or not enough 
to keep you alive without meat, then that is not bad but neither is it 
good, and you must eat it wath the thought in your mind that peihaps 
the animal whose life was taken to give you life will, by this sacrifice, 
acquire a better rebirth. You must have compassion. Wc Gelukpa 
allow' the eating of meat as a necessit)’, though some prefer to ab- 
stain. Some, w^ho w^ant to, take the initiation of Chenresig in his 
gentle aspect, and during this initiation all our offerings arc of 
fruits and rice and milk, and that is what we ourselves live on; we 
are forbidden to even touch meat. Nor can wc use any spices, for the 
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food must be soft and gentle, and instead of thinking of Chenresig 
as Gonpo, destroying evil, we tliink of him in his other aspect as 
having come to help us from our misery. 

Compassion is everything to us in our religion. Wc can live our 
lives in perfect celibacy, without touching meat, worshiping in the 
temple every day, teaching in our monastery or meditating in our cell, 
but if we do not actively feel compassion for all living creatures and 
work toward their relief, our lives are empty. A golden temple is worth 
nothing if the gold is not offered with devotion and if the worship 
within the golden walls or in front of a golden image is without com- 
pasMon. If you have a seed of barley you need water, and then you 
still need sunshine before it will grow. You can lead a blameless life 
full of good deeds, but if you have lived it without compassion your 
life will bear no fruit, your deeds aie empty. 

People sometimes think we are hypocrites because wc claim to 
ha\'e so much respect for life, yet we eat meat. We never kill animals 
ourselves, yet wc allow the Muslim butchers to slaughtci hundreds 
right in the middle of Lhasa, every day. Wc know this, and we wish 
it were otherwise, for eating meat involves taking life. Yet if we do 
not cat meal we die. Some of us think that we are born into this 
unhappy lot because of past misdeeds, and it means, wc say, that wc 
have to work twice as hard to wipe out all this demerit by good deeds 
coupled with compasison. If, through the eating of meat, wc increase 
oui compassion for all forms ot htc and redouble our attempts to 
help relieve the suffering w^e cc aiound us, then w'C to some extent 
at least have atoned for the sin of eating meat, and w^c have also 
turned the aniinars death into a sacrilce beneficial to itself. This is 
not just a comcnicnt rabonalizntion, for from what I have seen it 
can be beneficial. Unfortunately it is not always so, and the same 
argument is used by some to excuse their own gluttony. We are sorry 
for them, as w^e are for those whose lot is even worse than ours and 
who have to kill the animals. We all pray for a rebirth where wc do 
not have to take life in order to live. 

llie early part of my life was spent just exactly where Tsong 
Khapa spent his. I learned to read and write at the same tiny 
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mountainside monastery of Shardzong where he was taught, and I 
used to visit the tomb of his Karmapa teacher, Rolbai Dorje. I 
was taught to write probably much as he was, for wc had no pens 
or pencils or paper even when I was there. I used a wooden slate that 
was covered with chalk so that the writing showed up dark when 
the surface was scratched with a sharpened wooden stick. I used 
to sit by the rock from which the juniper tree sprouted and w'ondcr 
at how strangely it smelled of human hair. At Kumbum too, where 
I was sent for further studies and to take up my position as head of 
the 'I'agtscr Labrang, there was the great temple to honor the place 
where 7 song Khapa was born. Its walls outside were of green glaze, 
and the roof was gilded; inside stood a Chorten, or pagoda, three 
stories high, made of silver and decorated with turquoise and other 
precious stones. I’hc walls inside arc painted to show' scenes from the 
lives of the famous scholars w'ho have studied at Kumbum, and balco- 
nies run around so that vou can look at the pagoda at different levels. 

The ehorten is surrounded b\ images and relics, the ashes of 
old abbots of Kumbum are also kept in special miniature chbrtenlike 
shrines there, and there are butter lamps of silver and gold burning 
all the time. Off the balcony on the first floor arc the rooms of the 
temple keeper, and on the second floor is a large room for special 
religious studies. On the top floor there arc no rooms, just the balcony 
encircling the top of the silver ehorten. In this ehorten grow's the 
sacred tree which sprang fiom the ground where Tsong Khapa's 
mother shed the blood of birth. Until a lumdrcd years or so ago the 
tree stood in the open and had many marxdous characteristics. Tlicie 
w'as said to be no counterpart anywhere, and efforts to grow like 
trees from cuttings or seeds all failed. Perhaps its most famous and 
remarkable characteristic was that its leaves each bore mystic 
symbols and distinct letters of the Tibetan alphabet. Even the bark 
was covered with similar writing, and travelers were given to peeling 
off the outer bark to see if the work had been done by human 
agency, but even the inner bark bore similar writing. The same 
famous Lazarist priest, the Abbe Hue, visited the monastery in the 
middle of the nineteenth century and, with some skepticism asked to 
see the tree. It was then merely enclosed by four walls and had 
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erected over it a silver canopy presented by the Emperor Khang Hsi. 
Tlie Abbe subjected the tree to every test lie could, even tearing off 
some of the bark. Hue tells about having heard of the tree, and of 
Kumbuin as a place of pilgrimage on its account, then savs: 

It will here be naturally expected tliat \vc say something 
about this tree itself. Docs it exist? Have w'c seen it? Has it any 
peculiar attributes? What about its marxcllous Icaxcs? All these 
questions our readers arc entitled to put to us. \\"e wall en- 
deavour to answer as categorically as possible. 

Yes, this tree does exist, and wc had heard of it too often 
during our journey not to feel somew^hat eager to visit it. At the 
foot of the mountain on which the Lamaserv stands, and not far 
from the principle Buddhist temple, is a great square cncc»sra% 
formed by brick walls. Upon entering tliis \\'e w^cre able to ex- 
amine at leisure the marvellous tree, some of the branches of 
which had already manifested themselves above the wall. Our 
eyes were first directed with earnest ennosity to the leaves, and 
we were filled with an absolute consternation of astonishment at 
finding that, in point of fact, there were upon each of the lca\'es 
well formed Tliibetian characters, all of a green colour, some 
darker, some lighter than the leaf itself. Oiii first impression was 
a suspicion of fraud on the part of the Lamas but after a minute 
examination of cverv d^iaik we could not discover the least 
deception, llic charactei; all appeared to us portions of the leaf 
itself, equally with its veins and neiv^es; the po^^ition was not 
the same in all; in one leaf they v mid be at the top of the leaf, 
in another, in the micklle; in a tli. d, at the basi', or at the side; 
the younger leaves represented the characters only in a partial 
state of formation. 'Die bark of the tree and its branches, Adiich 
resemble that of the plane tree, are also covered with these char- 
acters. When you remov e a piece of old hark, the young bark 
under it exhibits the indistinct ouMincs of characters in a germi- 
nating state, and, wliat is very singular, thc'.c new characters are 
not infrequently different from those vvliich they replace. We 
examined everything with the closest attention, in order to detect 
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some trace of trickery, but we could discern nothing of the sort, 
and the perspiration absolutely trickled down our faces under 
the influence of the sensations which this most amazing spectacle 
created. More profound intellects than ours may, perhaps, be 
able to supply a satisfactory explanation of the mysteries of this 
singular tree; but as to us, we altogether give it up. Our readers 
possibly may smile at our ignorance; but we care not, so that 
the sincerity and truth of our statemei^t be not suspected. 

The Tree of the Ten ITiousand Images seemed to us of great 
age. Its trunk, which three men eould searcely embrace with out- 
stretched arms, is not more than eight feet high; the branches, 
instead of shooting up, spread out in the shape of a plume of 
feathers, and arc extremely bushy; few of them are dead. The 
leaves are always green, and the wood, which is of a reddish 
tint, has an exquisite odour, something like that of cinnamon. 
Tlic Lamas informed us that in summer, towards the eighth 
moon, the tree produces large red flowers of an extremely beau- 
tiful character. They informed us also that there nowhere else 
exists another such tree; that many attempts have been made in 
various Lamaseries of Tartary and Ihibct to propagate it by 
seeds and cuttings, but that all these attempts have been fruit- 
less.* 

Unfortunately the constant attentions of souvenir hunters must 
have threatened the tree, and caused its enclosure. There is a door 
at the bottom of the Chorteii, but this was sealed at the time the 
work was completed and has only been opened once since. Even if, as 
abbot, I had wished to break the scab 1 could not ha\c done so 
without the consent of the entire governing body of the monastery. 
It was opened some seventy years ago for cleaning, and when the 
monk who had been given the task came out, he found one leaf that 
had fallen on his shoulder. It had the lettering, still firmly marked. 
He took the leaf and kept it, and it was seen b\ many. 

All this of course gave me a feeling of closeness to and great 


* M. Hue, op. cit., Vo/. II, pp. S2, S4. 



The Foundation of the Order 211 


respect for Tsong Khapa—so perhaps it is natural that I should feel so 
strongl)' in my support of the reformed school that lie founded and 
to which I belong. It was in Kumbum too that I had my first con- 
tact with the old sect’s concepts of fierce deities and tantric practices 
and with their interpretation by Tsong Khapa. When the great 
reformer was born, on the site where Ihc cluirten now stands, close 
by there were two small buildings that constituted all there was of 
Kumbum Monastery in those days. Tlie huge monastic town that has 
grown up around that spot has done so in honor of 'Fsong Khapa, so 
it stresses his teachings. All monasteries have one special temple in 
which there are no windows and which is kept dark. 'I’lns is the 
temple of the Guardian of the l.aw. and the approaches to it, along 
dark passages, and the shrine itself, are decorated with pictures of 
deities in their most fearsome aspects. There arc scenes of Icath 
and destruction, of corpses and parts of bodies like the heart or eyes, 
of flesh and blood—all the things that the lesser tantrists, hy taking 
them literally instead of symbolically> have abused, misleading them- 
seh'cs and others. It is an awesome c.\pcriencc to stand inside such a 
temple, and it reminds one of how much destruction and misery and 
suffering there is in the world. It also serves to remind one of how 
much misery one faces in future li\cs if the path to liberation is not 
constantly sought and followed. Rut in our tcmjde of the Guardian 
of the Law, at Kumbum, we were not content to leave it thinking 
only of the terrible aspect of existence. We were taught to view such 
scenes not with fear, nor witli ' iioughts of evil, but with the thought 
that truth is all around us, and can be found, if earnestly sought, 
wherc\'cr wc look. Destruction is an v evitable part of existence in 
the world as we know it, and there is n( sense trying to hide from it. 
In itself it teaches us the lessons of iin permanence and of suffering. 
The force of destruction itself can be turned to good ends when it is 
directed against evil, against ignorance. W^e should lca\'C such a 
temple filled only with compassion for all suffering. ITiat is its pur- 
pose. It was this spirit of compassion tli.il: Tsong Khapa sought to re- 
introduce by his reforms, and it is this spirit that wc still try to make 
the centerpiece of Buddhism in I'ibet today. 




CHAPTER TEN 


A Celestial Dynasty 



Great Lord, 

The people are empty of knowledge. 
Empty of Spirit. 

To bring them to holiness is hard, 
Demanding an ocean of wisdom 
May yictory he accomphhed through niv 
actions. 

— Bsodnams Rc^vmiso, third G\alwa 

kiiipoda 




w. N Tsong Khapa died, liis place as 
abbot of Ganden Monastery, and as leader of the reformed seet, the 
Gelukpa, was taken first by Gyal Tsab and then by Khadriib. These 
two, having once been his strongest opponents had become his most 
diligent disciples. Khadrub was almost as great a scholar as Tsong 
Khapa himself, and w'as given the job of teaching the great reformer’s 
youngest disciple, Gedundrub Like I'song Khapa himself, Gcdiin- 
drub came from a nomadic family of eastern I’ibct. The night he 
was born, in a cattle pen, the small homestead was attacked hut the 
newborn infant was miraculously guarded from all danger by a large 
raven. At seven years of age he entered the monastery of Nartang 
and quickly won the attention of Gelukpa scholars. In twelve years 
he passed the twelve grades of monkhood and took the highest vows. 
Tsong Khapa himself taught Gedundrub, but he came mainly 
under the teaching of Khadrub. When the latter died and young 
Gedundrub became leader of the retormed sect, one of his first 
acts svas to set about building a monasters in honor of his late 
teacher. He took the double precaution of not only laying deep 
foundations for the monastery buildings and the surrounding walls, 
hut also taking care to propitiate the loc .i gods, for cs’cn the reformed 
Gelukpa still did not dare fo flaunt the old Bon beliefs ^oo openly. 
In five years the great new monastery was completed and given the 
name 'I’ashi Lhunjm, Mountain of Blessings. It was later to become 
the scat of the Panehen Rmpochc, second onl . ii’ rank to the Gyalwa 
Rinpoche. 

During his l<>ug lifetime Gcdunai.iO extended the teachings 
of Tsong Khapa far beyond the bounds of Lhasa. I’hc building of 
1 ashi l.hunpo near Shigatsc, in the prosince of Tsang, was just one 
step in the t.cpansion of Gelukpa influence. He continued the rc- 
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former's insistence on monastic discipline, so that by the time of his 
death, around the year 1475, the new sect presented more of a threat 
than ever to those struggling for secular power. The Phakmodru 
family, which had ousted the Sakya monastic dynasty, was at this time 
itself falling apart due to internal strife, the power eventually being 
wrested from them by their ministers. One minister took control of 
Shigatsc, close by Tashi Lhunpo, and from there began his conquest 
of Tsang, founding the anti-Gclukpa dynasty of Tsangpa kings. It 
was vital, under such hostile conditions, for the sect to remain firmly 
united, and through their own insistence on celibacy they were denied 
the possibility of hereditary succession such as had been employed 
by the Sakya Lamas. Further, the Gelukpa doctrine not being secret, 
it was not impossible to maintain continuitv of leadership in the way 
it was achieved by sects like the Kargyupa, in which the highest teach- 
ings are handed down as a secret and sacred trust from master 
to disciple, by word of mouth alone. 

The Gelukpa found the answer in the theory of reincarnation, 
an answer that was to ensure their own position of supremacy for the 
centuries to follow, and that at the same time was to bring about the 
fusion of temporal and spiritual leadership and authority, converting 
Tibet from a land torn bv political and religious strife into a single 
nation united under a central theocratic government. Tlie notion that 
Gods from time to time took birth in human form was already an 
old one, and of course it was already a central part of the Buddhist 
doctrine that all living things arc subject to rebirth until they achieve 
liberation. When Gcdundniiys successor, known as Gedun Gyatso, 
was chosen, the notion of successive leincarnation was for the first 
time introduced at a piireh' human level, the claim being made that 
Gedun Gyatso was the reincarnation of Gcdundnib, returned to con- 
tinue his woik as a lama, or teacher. 

In this way Gedun Ciyatso was accorded all the loyalty and 
devotion that had been shown to Gedundrub, and the new' sect 
remained as firmly united as ever. During the intervening period, 
while the boy was growing up, an older monk wdio had been very 
close to Gedundrub during his lifetime acted as regent. lie was 
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elected to the office hy the monks of Tashi Lhunpo. Meanwhile the 
young Gediin Gyatso was being prepared for his role, undergoing 
the rigorous training and discipline expected of an} Gelukpa novice. 
He studied mainly at Drepiing, and eventually became known as 
Drepung Lama, moving the center of religious authority ])aek from 
Tashi Lhunpo to Lhasa. During his life the Gelukpa sect continued 
to grow in size and influence, and a special official liad to be a]) 
pointed to supervise the internal administration. Although the sect 
still wielded no political power, it was nonetheless dcv(‘loping an 
internal administrative machinery, the director of which, the Depa, 
could » vcn be a layman. 

When Gedundrub was dying, he told his disciples that it was 
not necessary for them to prav for him; he had alrc'adv reached the 
state of enlightenment, or Buddhahood \shich brings release fioiu th-. 
round of rebirth. Yet he chose to come back, in the bods of Gediin 
Gyatso, to continue his work, helping others to acliicw tire same goal. 
\\1ien Gedun Gvatso was d\ing, some sev(‘nt\ \'cars later, he vsis 
even more spccihc. He expressed the wish to return with a new body 
so that his long life's work could be carried even furthei forwaid. 
According to the Buddhist belief, following death the soul remains 
for forty-nine days in the 'hn-between” state of Baido; it may take 
its rebirth any tiiiic after that period is o\ei. One \eai follnwing Gc- 
dun Gvato’s death a bo\ was born bearing the plnsicai signs of 
greatness and cpiickly attracting attention. He began to claim that 
he wsis Gedun Gjatso, and was rcadih able to recall events troin 
his previous life and recognize people he had knowai then and objects 
he himself had possessed. Without hesi tion he was officially estab- 
lished as Gedun Gyatso’s mcarnation, uiid gi\eu the name Sonam 
G}'atso. 

The new incarnation quickly excelled his teachers in knowledge 
and wisdom and developed extiaordinary powers. He was careful not 
to be sidetracked into a merely academic or adiMnis^-rativc life, and 
like his predecessors he frequently retire^’ ^r periods of solitude and 
meditation. It is sometimes said that the Geliikpci way is moral and 
iiitellcctual rather than spiritual, but this is not so; fiom these earliest 
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days, from the days of its very inspiration under the teachings of 
Atisha and Dromton, it has stressed the need for the two to go 
hand in hand, the mind and the spirit, together with the bod} 

Ills own personal reputation, and the e\cr increasing strength of 
the sect he ruled, soon brought Sonam G}atso an invitation to visit 
the court of the great Mongolian ruler, Altan Khan Although 
Kublai Khan had been converted by the Sakya Lama, after his death 
the court and country reverted to the old mimistic religion, much 
like the Tibetan Bon Altan Khan ^\as a shrewd statesman, and 
perhaps his oiignial motives were far more political than religious, but 
his invitation was to result not onlv in Ins own conversion but that 
of the whole of Mongolia, the people of which were to become almost 
as ardent Bnclclhists as the 1 ibctans 

At first Sonam Gvatso, perhaps not wishing to be made a political 
pawn, refused to go «ind sent a disciple instead Fiom this disciple 
he learned tin true stite of affairs, and seeing the enoimons oppor 
tnnitv for spreading the religion throughont Mongolia when ^Itan 
Khan sent a second insii ition Semam Gvatso accepted Reeogin/ing 
the strength of the existing religions beliefs of the Mongolians, Seniam 
Gvatso m ide use of the long and arduous journev to demonstrate his 
powers and his snpcrieintv over local demons Altan khan, already 
considerablv inflneneed bv the teachings of the great lama s disciple, 
had oidered all Ins chief') to pav homige to the bolv man as he passed 
through their lands lliev did so, but without anv belief in oi respect 
for tins new religion It is said that to eonvinec some of them Sonam 
Gvatso had not onlv to stop the flow of a raging torrent but also to 
turn it around and make it flow brieflv back up the precipitous moini 
tainside It would not be light to sav that the people were converted 
bv these nniaeles, as such acts seemed to them A mere clisplav of 
phvsical power cannot win a mm\ heart True conversion to Bud 
dhism can onlv come through a knowledge and understanding of the 
words of Buddha All that Sonam G}atso\ feats achieved was to 
show that he, and Ins leligion, weie powers to be reckoned with and 
worth listening to I Ins was all that was nceessar}, for no power is as 
great as that of the Cho, the Law of the Word Once a man's mind 
IS opened to that, his heart is as good as won Sonam Gyatso used 
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his powers, and Altan Khan’s influence, to open the whole of Mon- 
golia to the Dhanima, e\'en though it is a law that runs counter to all 
that the great Khan stood for, insisting as it docs on nonviolence. 

Mongolia, at this time, was by far the greatest political force 
in the East. In China the Ming dynasty was becoming weaker and 
weaker and could offer little resistance to the continual invasions of 
their land by the Mongol armies. Tlic Mongols were a people mueh 
like the Tibetans had been before Buddhism came to Tibet. There 
was little room in their lives for compassion for fellow human beings, 
let alone for animals. Such feelings would have been considered 
almosi criminal weaknesses. Yet the message that Sonani Gyatso 
brought was undiluted, uncom promised and uncompromising. He 
announced that the time liad come for Mongolia to accept the 
Buddhist religion and that from that moment onward there must 
be no further animal sacrifice, all images of the old Gods were to be 
destroyed, customs such as the immolation of women on their hus- 
bands’ funeral pyres were to bt discontinued, there must be no taking 
of life, animal or human, for any reason, and military exploits must 
be abandoned. Tlic latter command was of no small importance to 
Tibet, as well as China, for 'Fibet had been suffering for manv years 
from the invasion of its northern territories by Mongol armies. 

It is not easy to sec why such an apparently unattractive message 
was even listened to with respect, \et it was not only heard, it was 
heeded Altan Khan himself embraced Buddhism and officially pro- 
claimed that it should be the national leligion of Mongolia from 
thenceforth. Sonam Gyatso said that Altan Khan, in an earlier life, 
had been the great Kublai who had been converted to Buddhism by 
the Sakya, and that his destiny and that Mongolia were thus inevit- 
ably bound to that of Buddhism. Sonam further enhanced his own 
position as Altan Khan’s spiritual mentor by saying that he himself 
had been the Sakya Lama who had converted Kublai more than three 
hundred years earlier. Altan Khan, to show his re cognition, bestowed 
on Sonam Gyatso the title of Dalai Ijama, “Dalai” being a Mongolian 
translation of the Fibetan “Gyatso,” meaning ocean, and the title 
therefore meaning Ocean of Wisdom. '^This is the title by which the 
leader of the Gelukpa sect has been known ever since, in China and 
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in the Western \^orld, but most Tibetans would not even know what 
it meant In Tibet each head of the Gclukpa sect has ''G^atso'' added 
to Ills name, and is most often referred to as Gyalwa Rinpoche, or 
“Victorious One/' or Kyabngon Rinpoche, “Precious Protector ” 
The Chinese managed to persuade Sonam G^atso to \isit the 
Imperial Court He did so on his ua\ back from Mongolia, establish 
ing a special official to maintain fricndh relations between the 
Gclukpa and the Chinese court It was also a i opportnnih to further 
the Gclukpa cause in eastern 1 ibct, which had alwass been under the 
swav of tlic unreforniecl Nsinginapa sect and of the old Bonpobi It 
was at this time that the gieat monasters of Kumbiim was founded, 
to inaik the Inrthplace of tin nevv sects founder, Tsong Khapa 

7 lie Gclukpa sect v\as still fir from ha\ing an\ political powci 
nor did it at this time ha\c an\ political interests Its sole concern was 
the spread of its teachings, the uprooting of old innnistic worship 
and the purging of Biiddhisni of iinin of tlic foreign pncticcs that 
eoiitinued to creep in and degrade it Sonam Gsatso was particiilarls 
coneerned with the work he had begun in Mongolia, where moms 
tenes weic <sLibhshetl witli remarkable rapidih lo this end lie 
made a second \isit «iiicl it must ha\e gi\en him much satisfaction 
to sec liow eonijdelch the Mongolians had taken to the new religion 
It had a lie ids begun to have its political effect in lessening, if not 
altogcthei stopjnng, Mongolian raids on dibctari and Chinese tern 
tors Altai! Khan had died, but his son eontimicd giving vigoious 
support to the Buddhist eausc Duiiiig his second journev to Mon 
goha Son.mi Gsatso was called on to ad)ueheate on a minor border 
dispute bctwcv.!! Chinese and Mongolians, and this was perhaps 
the first instance in which the G\alwa Rinpoche, or Dalai I aiiia, 
excTCised piirelv political authorits It niav have been recognition of 
the political jiotential of the Gclukpa sect that caused China to issue 
vet another invitation for the religious leader to visit the Ming court 
Tlic Emperor himself sent mans gifts, but Sonam Gvatso had fallen 
ill and was to die while still in Mongolia 

Surrounded bv his converts he was urged b\ them not to leave 
them I list when thev needed continued religious leadership, and he 
promised them that indeed he wmuld not leave them Init would take 
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his next birth as one of them. Tlic year after he died, a son was 
born to the Mongol king bearing all the signs of being an incarna- 
tion, and he was eventually recognized as Soiiam Gyatso's reincarna- 
tion and given the name of Ydntcn Gyatso. After preliminary studies 
in the Mongolian monasteries, however, the young Gvalwa Rinpoche 
had to leave his home country and take up his duties in Lhasa. A 
representative was sent in his place, founding a dynasty of Mongolian 
incarnations to exercise authority o\cr the Mongolian Church. 

Tlic growing friendship between the Mongolian kings and 
Til^ctan lamas was not at all to the liking of the Chinese, hard-pressed 
as thc) already were by the Mongols to tlic north and still mindful 
of the barely dormant fighting zeal and skill of the Tibetans to their 
west. While the Mongols supported the Gcluk]xi during the reign of 
Yoiitcn Gyatso, e\cn to the extent ot attempting to forcibly convert 
some N)'ingmapa monasteries to the reformed faith, the Ming dy- 
nasty ga\c what support it could, weak as it was, to the 'I Scingpa kings 
who were the most powerful of an\ of the 'ribetan petty chiefs at 
that time. The 'Tsaiigpa were of lowly origin and ardent supporters 
of the old Karmapa (Black Hat; sect, hbr both religions and political 
reasons tliey were bitterly opposed to the Gcliikpa. They even enter- 
tained Christian missionaries, probably in the liopc of finding a re- 
ligious force to combat tliat of the Gclnkpa: their own priests, how- 
ever, were antagonistic to the Christians from tlic slait and the 
mission never really succeeded in establishing itself. When the 
l\sangpa rulers extended their iiiHucncc to include the whole of cen- 
tral Tibet thev earned their war into the heart of their Gelukpa ene- 
mies, raiding the monasteries of Drcpiing and Sera and Kumbum. 

During tlie reign of Yoiiten Gyatso s successor, the Ming were 
to succumb to the Manchus. W'^ith that the power of the Tsangpa 
was to come to an end, and the Gelukpa w^ere to take over temporal 
as well as spiritual authority, extending that authority over the whole 
of Tibet and exercising enormous political as well as religious in- 
fluence beyond, in China and in Mongolia. Vox the moment, how- 
ever, although the sect was being recognized everywhere more and 
more as a political factor, within itself its major concerns and goals 
were purely religious. Peihaps it was the care and attention they paid 
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to internal order and discipline that, despite its religious motivation, 
made the sect into so potent a political entity. 

Out of religious belief, too, the Gelukpa had established a system 
of succession that was to have equal success as a political system 
of succession, ensuring against all the possible evils of a hereditary 
system, particularly that of nepotism, by introducing a judicious ele- 
ment of uncertainty. There is never any way of predicting who the 
next Gyalwa Rinpoche will be. It can only be determined by long 
and painstaking search, following the death of the previous Rinpoche, 
under the supervision of a carefully constituted body of monks. There 
have been fourteen such incarnations to date, and only one, the 
grandson of Altan Klian, has come from a family of any consequence. 
All the others have been born in humble and utterly unconnected 
families. Attempts at fraud arc not unknown, and the Chinese have 
attempted to influence the choice on more than one occasion, to their 
own political advantage. But so tight is the system of checks and 
counterchecks that such attempts are readily discovered, and so great 
is the faith of ordinary Tibetans that they would be incapable of 
accepting any candidate who had not passed all the tests. 

This faith, and the whole system, rests on the Buddhist doctrine 
of the threefold form of Buddha— two manifest forms (one earthly 
and one subtle) and one unmanifest Tlic Tibetan Buddhists in par- 
ticular believe that the manifest forms are manifest countless numbers 
of times for the salvation of all living things. The Buddha, at the 
moment of enlightenment, made the supreme sacrifice by vowing 
to forgo release until suffering was ended in the world. Thus 
was established the Changchub Sempa (bodhisattva) ideal, the 
highest goal for which a monk can strive, the achievement of enlight- 
enment and a return to the round of rebirth, subject to all its laws, 
out of compassion for the world. Just as there arc forms of the Bud- 
dha, so are there three forms of the Changchub Sempa: Compassion 
Wisdom and Power. Each Buddhist sect in Tibet recognizes a scries 
of incarnations of one or other of these Changchub Sempa. 

The Gelukpa recognized Chenresig, the Lord of Compassion, 
and the sj'stem as formally and finally established under Yon ten's suc- 
cessor established the Gyalwa Rinpoche, or Dalai Lamas, as incarnate 
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manifestations of Chenresig, come for the express purpose of the 
deliverance of all from suffering. Although Sonam Gyatso had been 
the first to actually hold the title, Gedundrub being the first of 
the line was at this point recognized as being the first Gyalwa Rin- 
pochc, making Sonam Gyatso the third. The Buddha himself prophe- 
sied that he would return in this way, beyond the mountains to the 
north of India, which accounts for the particular reverence paid by all 
Tibetan Buddhists to the Gyalwa Rinpoche. 

Chenresig is usually represented in paintings and sculpture as 
ineffably beautiful, having four arms. In this form he is thought of in 
Tibet as a herdsman whose flock includes all the living things of the 
world. Like a herdsman he leads and guides his flock, bringing it surely 
back to the safety of the fold. He himself docs not seek the shelter 
of the fold until the very la^t of his flock has entered. Only then i*. his 
work done and may he enter. Sometimes, however, Chenresig is 
shown in a different form, having eleven heads. This is a. form used 
to illustrate in another way the boundless compassion of the Chang 
chub sempa. As such he is perfected and incapable of sin although in 
incarnate form his body is subject to all the suffering of earthly 
bodies. Yet also as a perfected one, he always has the option of release 
from the world of suffering. When the Buddha first manifested him- 
self as Chenresig, for the deliveranee of all living things, so great 
was the compassion he felt for the suffering he saw all around him 
that his head split into a thousand fragments and he returned to 
inying di. Tliere, his head restoicd to him, dismayed at having aban- 
doned his self-apointed charge, lie returned once again, and again 
his head was sundered in a thousand directions. This happened eleven 
times, before his compassion was strong enough to absorb all the 
suffering of the world, giving him the strength to stay to fulfill his 
task. 

Although the term ‘‘Gyalwa'’ means “victory," it is in a defensive 
sense rather than aggressive. As a title it is gcncrallv translated as 
“Protector"; the Tibetan notion of protection is such that a better 
translation might be “Refuge." A man who seeks protection from 
his enemies does not expect them to be magically turned away from 
him, but rather seeks the means to repel them. Hax ing repelled them 
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or been conquered, regardless of the outcome, his goal then is to 
find a way of preventing further enmity from arising, this being 
the surest protection of all. Protection does not come from outside 
intervention, but rather from inner action. 

Although the Gyalwa Rinpoche is thought of as the great pro- 
tector of the Tibetan people, this in no way means that he is believed 
to have the power to save people by such simple means as the laying 
on of hands or even by the conferring of Ik ly secrets, of prayers the 
incessant repetition of which will bring enlightenment. Such possi- 
bilities arc completely out of line with 'I’ibetan thought, for we 
believe, as Buddhists, that there is no escape from the consequences 
of our deeds, from the law of Ix'i. The incarnate Changchub Sempa's 
task is a much harder one. He can only achieve the release of the 
whole of mankind, and hence his own, by bringing mankind to right 
action through a recognition of the Truth, through the teaching of the 
Three Precious Ones: the Buddha, Ilis Word, and the Order of 
Monks. 

Because he is an incarnate Changchub Scinpa the Gyalwa Rin- 
pochc is able to iinjxirt special force and vigor to the teachings of the 
Buddha’s word, by which man is saved. Ilis very presence is bene 
ficial, embodving all possible human virtues and therefore acting as a 
living example of perfection. Salvation conics to man thioiigh hard 
work and conscious effort, not by escape. 'ril)ctan Buddhists believe 
that sincere good intent is of the greatest importance, and the pres- 
ence of the Gyalwa Rinpoc lie is a constant inspiration for all to make 
the attempt to follow the teachings of the Buddha. During the at- 
tempt wc shed the effects of our previous bad deeds, one by one, 
while by the good deed of good intent alone we work toward a 
higher rebirth in our next life, and toward ultimate liberation. 

The complete devotion and loyalty felt for the Gyalwa Rinpoche 
bv the 'I'lbctan people is founded m their recognition of the sacrifice 
he has made on their behalf, voluntarily reentering the world of suf- 
fering, binding himself to it until he has ultimately brought them aff 
to the state of bliss he had won for himself. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Incarnation and ^Succession 



As long as any Imng thing draws breath, 
Whcre\'er he shall be. 

There, in compassion, shall the 
Buddha appear. 

Incarnate. 

—I ROM Mjigon Rtog Rgyan 




In Tibet the Gyalwa Rinpoehe, or Dalai 
Lama, is the highest but by no means the only inearnate Changchub 
Sempa. The highest ideal for every monh is to aehieve his own libera- 
tion only to renounce it and to return for the benefit of others. Some- 
times, as with the Gyalwa Rinpoehe, the return becomes a regular and 
recognizable series of rebirths m human form. Nearly every monastery 
in Tibet is the home of '^uch an incarnate lama, or teacher, often de- 
scended from the original founder of the monastery. 'ITicse incarna- 
tions, or Triilku, are graded into four grades from the higlicst of which 
are chosen candidates for the regency of Tibet during a Gyalwa Rin- 
poche’s minority. While the more fortunate incarnations are sup- 
ported by large estates and often considerable wealth, other Triilku 
may find themselves impoverished, yet still with onerous responsibili- 
ties. In all cases, however, Gelukpa incarnations leave the effective 
control of their inheritance to specified officials of their monastery. 

Among the lesser incarnations succession is largely determined 
by common consent within the local community, local oracles being 
consulted and omens followed and divine assistance invoked. The 
name is then submitted to the Gyalwa Rinpoehe for approval, and if 
there is any question as between two or more candidates he must 
make the final decision. But even at this level the issue is a solemn 
one and is considered a spiritual matter, not political. 

When it comes to the choice of a new Gyalwa Rinpoehe, how- 
ever, the issue becomes of the highest spiritual importance. The fact 
that the office accords the holder both spiritual and temporal au- 
thority over Tibet in no way gives a political coloring to the succes- 
sion, as far as the Tibetan people arc concerned, though the Chinese 
have long attempted to manipulate the successir n to their own polit- 
ical ends. For the Tibetan people it is only a political issue insofar 
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as, for them, their political welfare is synonymous with their spiritual 
welfare, llic fact that the incarnation is of Chenresig himself, the 
protective deity, or refuge, of Tibet, calls for every possible care 
and precaution against mistake, fraud or intrigue. Tliere is an elabo- 
rate system of safeguards, but the greatest safeguard of all is the 
prayer of the people who at this time pray day and night that divine 
guidance may be given to those in charge of the discovery. For a dis- 
covery it is, often taking many years to achic^^e. 

When the Gyalwa Rinpoche dies, it is usual for him to reappear 
as a newborn child within a year. 'Flic search begins almost at once, 
for the Tibetan people feel lost without their spiritual leader. Some- 
where, in the whole of Tibet, there is a boy who bears unmistakable 
signs of his real identity and who is capable of offering irrefutable 
proof. Even the shape and form of his body must conform to an es- 
tablished pattern; so must the shape of the head, the shape and size of 
the cars, and marks showing the rudimentary form of Chenresig's 
second pair of arms. Whereas lesser incarnations arc not necessarily 
expected to have any memory of their previous existence, in order to 
prove his identity as the new Gy'alwa Rinpoche, a young bo\, only a 
few years old, must pass scNcre tests and display a thorough familiarit\ 
with his earlier lives. 

Sometimes the search is aided by a dying Rinpoche indicating 
where he is likely to take lebirth. Sometimes a boy is born with such 
uiimistakalde signs of gicatiicss that word readies the authorities who 
immediately send delegate^ to investigate the claim. It has been 
known for boys to come forw'ard on their own and demand to be 
returned to their nionasrcry and recognized. One that I know, reincar- 
nation of Shide and head of Rcdreng, one of the most important 
of all I'ibet’s great monasteries, became recognized quickly because 
of his strange powers as a child. He did not claim to be that particular 
incarnation, but he was always showing knowledge of events that were 
yet to happen. lie came of a poor family and certainly not one 
accustomed to receiving important visitors. But one day the bov 
became very excited and told his parents to prepare tea and put on 
their best clothes, and then he ran out into the courtyard and drove 
a wooden peg into a rock for the as yet unknown guest to use for 
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tethering his horse. The \'isitor was from Redreng Monastery and 
had come to investigate stories he had heard of the boy, who quickly 
convinced him that he was indeed the reincarnation. He was a man 
of quite outstanding ability, and when the thirteenth Gyalwa Rin- 
pochc died, before my brother was chosen as the fourteenth, he 
acted as regent even though he w^as not quite twenty years old. 

Especially when in search for the reincarnation of the Gyalw^a 
Rinpoche, tlic search is conducted in the grcatc'st secrecy, niiincrous 
parties being sent out to different paits of the country, all in dis- 
guise. Some may go to investigate claims or rumors of wonder 
children, others may concentrate on an area which various oracles 
and omens have indicated as being likely. One oracle iv. paiticular. 
a lake high up in the mountains, is always consulted for guidance 
concerning the location of a new G\alwa Rinpoche, tor its guardian 
is his patron deity, the Goddess Pandan Lhanio, w'ho in a vision 
appeared to Geduiidrub, the first (gyalwa Rinpoche, sjiortly before 
his death. In this vision she promised him that she would continue 
to w^atch over all his successors. "Ihe lake, Lhamo L^atso, is fre- 
quently visited bv the Rinpoche during his lifetime, and on his 
death the regent goes there for guklaiice. In the depths of the 
w^aters can be seen wonderful sights. 'I’o the regent the lake some- 
times re\eals the e.xact location of the infant successor, or it pro- 
vides clues or c^idcncc that wdl hcl[) in the identification. On the 
death of the thirteenth C^salwa Rinpoche the regent, Redreng Rin- 
poche, saw countiysidc whict. clcaih indjcatcd eastern I’ibct and 
then was granted a l isioii of tlie actual homestead, my own home, 
w'lierc the bo\ would be found. When the mission that was already 
investigating in that area leturncd, hav»ng on their o'vn decided that 
my younger brother was almost certainly the new' reiiK'arnation, they 
gave a description of the house that tallied exaeth with what the 
regent had seen, even to the color of our dog, mottled brown and 
white. 

Tlic mission was, of course, disgi’ised, and the abbot of Sera, 
who headed the mission, took the role of servant. I was at Kumbum 
at the time, and neither I nor my parents had any thought even that 
the boy might be chosen as the new' Gyalwa Rinpoche. ITic strangers 
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who asked for lodging were accepted and welcomed as pilgrims. My 
parents even took pains to keep the young boy out of the way of 
the visitors so that they would not be troubled. On the second day, 
however, he came into the room where they were and immediately 
showed the greatest delight as though he were meeting old friends. 
He identified some of them, particularly the abbot of Sera disguised, 
as he was, in servants' dress. For an ordinary incarnation this would 
have been proof enough, but for a Gyalwa Rinpoche it was only 
the beginning. 

My brother was then engaged in conversation and surprised 
everyone by showing a knowledge of the official court language, 
which nobody else in the family knew. ITien came the test on which 
so many candidates fail. Each mission engaged in the search for 
the new incarnation takes with it a number of articles that had 
belonged to the recent Gyalwa Rinpoche together with a number 
of replicas or similar objects. If a candidate shows promise, the 
objects are offered to him, and he must, to be successful, unhesi- 
tatingly select only those which had belonged to the last Rinpoche. 
When the Sera abbot produced two rosaries, my brother did not 
even wait to be asked but immediately snatched the correct one, 
claiming it was his, and wanting to know why the abbot had it. 
So it was with all other manner of articles. 'ITie mission was con- 
vinced beyond doubt and sent a report back to Lhasa and left to 
wait for further instructions. 

Rumors began to spread in the neighborhood, but my parents 
were simple folk, and it still never entered their heads that such 
an honor could be theirs, llie State Oracle of Nechung, the protec- 
tive deity of Drepung Monastery, confirmed the opinion of the 
mission, however. Yet another test was applied, a number of names 
being entered in a lottery, consecrated by a special ceremony and 
drawn in front of a number of high incarnate lamas, and again it 
was my brother s name that came out. There were almost certainly 
many other tests, too, that I do not know about. 

It must not be thought that these tests are merely mechanical. 
The whole process of selection depends on the prayers not only of the 
priests but of all the people. Throughout the whole country prayers 
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are held and special services offered to secure the spiritual guidance 
necessary to make the correct choice. 

The consultation of oracles is similarly a spiritual matter. Each 
of the three great seats of learning, Gandcn, Sera and Drepung, have 
their oracle, but that of Drepung, known as Ncchung, is considered 
the most powerful. Like the Goddess Paiidan Lhamo, Nechung 
promised to help the line of Gyalwa Rinpochc. Tliis oracle, like 
many others, is in faet a monk who acts as a medium, being able 
to communicate with Nechung when in a trance. He has to live a 
very carefully regulated life, with special restrictions on the food 
he cats, so that he is constantly ready and fit to communicate with 
Nechung, should the Gyalwa Rinpochc want it. 

There are many oracles in Tibet; almost every village has one. 
In the village, even though the oracle speaks through the person of 
an ordinary villager, perhaps the local carpenter or a farmer, yet 
everyone believes that it is the voice of the God or spirit speaking. 
Tlie person v/ho acts as medium, or as the oracle, has to undergo 
special training and take initiation. When he is asked for help he 
puts on his robes, usually bright and colorful, and his attendants 
begin chanting, asking the God or .spirit to come down and enter 
into the oracle and speak. Tlic person who wants help burns in- 
cense and makes offerings of butter lamps and perhaps of food. 
Tlicn the oracle begins to shake and tremble and falls into a trance. 
While in this trance any questions asked will be answered by the 
God. The voice is very stranee, quite unlike that of the medium, 
and often his w^holc appearance changes so much that you could 
not recognize him as the same person vou also know as your neigh- 
bor, or as a local farmer, or whatevci he might be. Among the 
nomads I have seen an or.ielc always consulted before a hunt. He 
holds a heavy sword, which quivers and shakes and finally points 
in the direction the hunt should go. 

Of course there arc some frauds just as there arc with astrolo- 
gers and soothsayers many of whom arc merely beggars. But for 
the most part the people who act as oiacles believe in what they 
are doing, as do the people who consult them, and this is what 
really matters. If a question is asked in the faith that it will be 
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answered and with the proper rc\crcnce, then we behc\e that it 
will be answered, e\en without an oraele 

When the state oiaelc or the sacred lake is eonsultcd eoneern 
ing the birth of a new G\alwa Rinpoehe, the regent is accompanied 
bv a number of high ranking officials from the mam Gelukpa 
monasteries Hies often engage in seseral da\s’ pra\er before c\cn 
putting the question to the oracle Sometimes the oraele itself mas 
be put to the test and made to prose thai it is indeed speaking 
with the authorits it claims and not jiist pretending For instance 
cjuestions mas be ssiilten down and seiled in scrolls and handed m 
silence to the oraele s\ho ssithout opening the se rolls to read the 
contents must nonetheless anssser the questions This svas done 
when ms brothers succession ssas disputed b\ a ri\al claimint 

The idea of i number of people taking part is not merels a 
was of picsenting a single ])erson fiom manipuhting the results 
for his own good though sse aie perfe<.tls iw nc of tins dinger but 
it IS also because then combined pnseis can bung fir better results 
b\ bringing gieitls ineie isecl spirituil foiee to lx ir on the onele 
Some oracles such as the like rexeil eliflerent sceiets to eieli pci 
son so agiin i numbei of people ill eoneenti iling to the sime end 
are hkcls to get a moie complete insvsei to their sincle question 
where mas the new Gsalwa Pii])oehe be found 

When the sienel like is consulted the icgcnt is accompanied 
bs go\ eminent officials md icpiesent itn cs from the National \s 
scmbls So also when the se ireh pirties ire chosen thes alwass 
ineliidc a eioss section of the people, both monks and lismcn The 
state oracles ma\ even be consulted as to who should be sent Such 
care is taken that it mas be three or foui seais before the missions 
return ind even then sometimes thes return with more than one 
candidate After such careful prej)iratioii it is imlikels that ans of 
the final selections are hands I lies mis possibls be othe^- incarna 
tions or else it mis be that for some reason the previous Gsalwa 
Rinpoehe disidecl his lebrith among two or three bodies, appearing 
m the bods of one the speech of another, and the mind of a 
tlnrd, for we believe that these three are separate entities that 
together make up the complete person In a case such as this the 
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boy manifesting the mind of the previous incarnation is unhesi- 
tatingly chosen, for the mind rules speech and body and will be 
able to bring his own speech and body into conformity. 

The Gyalwa Rinpoche is head of the Gclukpa sect, but he is 
also spiritual and temporal head of the whole of Tibet and is recog- 
nized as such by all sects. Tire sects arc not mutually exclusive in 
any way; the difference between them is more like the difference 
between different academic schools, each of which may stress a 
different aspect of the same discipline. While not dcining the \ahdity 
of the other school, each believes that its own emphasis is the most 
important. People who arc tempcramentallv or spiritually or aca- 
demically suited to one school, or sect, rather than another arc 
naturally drawn in that direction, and certainly it is there that they 
belong. I’hat does not bar them from entering or learning from the 
other schools, however. A Gyalwa Rinpoche ma) perfectly well 
c\cii be boin into a Njingmapa family. He will be brought to Tbasa 
as soon as he is old enough, around six or seven scars old as a rule, 
and will begin his training in the Gelukpa colleges there, for his 
first responsibility is to master the reformed doctrine. But it must 
be remembered that all the great reformers themselves studied all 
the sciiptures, including the tantras; the reform was based on what 
they believed was good foi the people as a whole, not on what was 
good for individual monks. Each individual monk must find his 
own path. So with each Gyalwa Riiipoclie. Some lean in one direc- 
tion, some in another. The fifth, in some wass the greatest of all, 
himself leaned strongly in the direction of the Nyiiigmapa teachings 
yet for the gencial public body of laymen he continued to advocate, 
as firmlv as c\cr, the tcaciiings of the reformed sect. He is usually 
shown as carrying the phurbn, even, the mystic dagger, one of the 
major tantric symbols and one which Gclukpa members are for 
bidden to carry or use in public, though if they wish to take the 
necessary initiations and practice the tantras in pri\'ate, they may 
do so after they Innc completed the la^t of the Gelukpa initiations. 

lire training prescribed for all Gyalwa Rinpoche reeommends 
that he take these other initiations as soon as he has completed 
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his Celukpa training so that he is htted to understand and lead all 
religious communities, and the country, as a whole. Our belief is 
that this system gives Tibet the most truly spiritual rule that we 
can hope for. It is not the Gyalwa Rinpoche as an individual who 
rules, it is religion itself. During both the Great Prayer and the 
Lesser Prayer, marking the beginning of the Tibetan New Year, all 
control of law and order, all administration in Lhasa, is taken over 
by the two highest lamas of Drepung Mona.-tery. During the Great 
Prayer monks take their examinations for the highest degrees; during 
the Lesser Prayer others take examinations for the second highest 
degrees. During all this time the prayers for peace for the whole 
world, and for Tibet, are continuously said, and even the Gyalwa 
Rinpoche subordinates himself to the rule of religion as represented 
by the two Drepung monks, who for this period have absolute power. 

It is often thought, outside Tibet, that we Tibetans regard the 
Gyalwa Rinpoclie as a God, holy and untouchable. This is not so. 
The Gyalwa Rinpoche is two things. He is the reincarnation of 
Chenresig, and he is a human being like anyone else. It is the 
spirit of Chenresig, which animates his body, that we revere. We 
give thanks that Chenresig has entered human form so that he can 
more cfFcctivcly give us the guidance wc need. It is the Buddha, 
through his manifest form as Chenresig, whom wc worship, not the 
body or being of a human We believe that the body, the form of 
the Gyalwa Rinpoche, while likely to be in many respects superior 
to others, is still essentially human, dliat is the whole point of 
Chenresig’s sacrifice. Tlie body he enters, for our sake, is subject 
to decay, as arc all things. It is subject to illness and suffering; it is 
subject to weakness; and death will come to it in the normal course 
of time, just as it comes to all human bodies. 

There is nothing to be gained from trying to touch the body 
of the Gyalwa Rinpoche as though the mere contact would convey 
some kind of benefit. Tlic only way that benefit can be had by 
physical contact is if the Gyalwa Rinpoche consciously conveys his 
blessing, communicating something of the essence of Chenresig to 
the person paying homage. Souvenirs of the clothing or body of the 
Gyalwa Rinpoche arc valueless, or nearly so, unless they have been 
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given with the Rinpoche's blessing. They are not entirely valueless, 
however, if they are unwittingly the cause of good thoughts, which 
are good deeds. It depends on what the possessor of the souvenir 
himself imparts to the shred of cloth or the strand of hair. If it 
leads his thoughts to Chenresig he will be rewarded for his devo- 
tion, however mistaken it may seem to us. If he thinks that by 
touching the relic to an injury he can cure it, the cure depends on 
the extent of his faith and on whether it is centered in the relic 
itself or in Chenresig. If, however, he thinks that the relic has 
some power in itself, which he can use for his own ends, he will 
only increase his own suffering. 

rhe body of the Gyalwa Rinpoche may well show signs of 
weakness and suffering, and this is in nc way thought to indicate 
that perhaps he has wrongly chosen. It is not expected that his 
body should be any more perfect than anyone else's. It is expected 
that his actions will be perfect, for he being the incarnation of 
Chenresig, his deeds, governed by Chenresig's spirit, cannot help 
being good. I have known it said of lesser incarnations who dis- 
played tendencies to wTong action that they must have been wrongly 
chosen, and this can happen. It is also said sometimes that there 
is collusion, that a child has been given all the answers bctoiehand 
so that he can display the necessary recollection of his previous 
existence. Tliere was such a case when the mission in Amdo province 
was looking for the successor to the thirteenth Gyalwa Rinpoche. 
I am not sure whether or nr.t they had already visited my family 
at Tengtscr for I was at Kumbiini Monastery then and had no idea 
that my brother was a candidate. Nearby, however, there was a 
family that I did know who had a bf»y of the right age, and they 
put him forward as a candidate, claiming that he had shown all 
sorts of signs and performed all sorts of miracles. Every such claim, 
however weak, must be investigated, and the mission visited this 
family. Tlie parents had carefully coached the child for it was they 
who wanted preferment for themselves, not the child. He had ap- 
parently learned his lesson well, but vvhen the mission began to 
ask him questions he burst into tears and ran away. Far from 
being attracted to the mission, as he should have been, he seemed 
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driven away from them in terror, and everyone laughed at the 
family for having made such fools of themselves. 

The boy was a good boy, however, and had no knowing part 
in the attempted fraud. lie eventually became a monk and was a 
student at Kumbum when I was abbot. I used to see quite a lot 
of him, and he often came to take meals with me, not because of 
what had happened— we never even mentioned that, I think— but 
simply because he was one of the leading sl-idcnts and represented 
his class. There w’as certainly no feeling against him for what had 
happened. 

In Lhasa too there was a false claimant, a very important family 
trying to establish their young son as the new Gyalwa Rinpochc. 
Tliey even manipulated omens, such as causing horses belonging to 
the thirteenth Rinpoche to stampede and run away to the family's 
own stables as though that w’crc where they belonged. Because of the 
importance of this family it was thought not impossible that they 
might even have bribed the state oracle, which suspicion was sub- 
jected to a most rigorous test, and mv brother's case was reexamined 
with minute care and verified by additional means. 

Perhaps wc should be more criticized than others for such at- 
tempts at fraud and personal advancement, since we think and talk 
so much about religion. But wc never claim to be any better than 
any other people. Our own belief is that Chenrisig w^as sent to us, 
on the contrary, because we w^erc such a wild and barbarous people. 
We are still far from pcrtcct, but that does not make it wrong for 
us to rule our lives by religion as far as wc can, and wc can at 
least claim that we are consciously trvmg to improve ourselves. I 
am particularly aware of this since I was, myself, chosen (or ''recog- 
nized," as w'c say) as a spiritual reincarnation and as such am meant 
to be a spiritual guide to my people. Yet I have no recollection of 
my previous existences and can only think of how unfitted I am, 
with all my imperfections, for the task I have been given. I am 
certainly very conscious of having a human body. 

My own recognition, being only one of the Middle Incarna- 
tions, was not so important, and if I was being tested at any time 
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I did not notice it When the previous reincarnation of Tagtscr 
died it was indicated that he would be reborn somcw'hcrc in my 
neighborhood, and so the monks of his monastery, at Kumbiim, 
made a list of all the boys born within a year or two of his death 
and sent it to the thirteenth Gyalwa Rinpochc. For some reason 
they had not included my name. Perhaps they already had indica- 
tions that I was the most likely candidate, and this was my test; I do 
not know. Anyway, the Gyalwa Rinpochc looked at the list of some 
twenty or thirty names and said that the right name was not on the 
list. It is often within his powers to know the identity of lesser 
incarnations, through prayer and with the helj) of the oracles, and 
if he makes a decision, then that is considered enough. 'Flic priests 
of 'Fagtscr Labrang again made up a list, adding some names, but 
still not including mine and again it was sent back to them. WIkmi, 
on the third occasion, my name was included, the Gyalwa Rinpochc 
put his seal on my name and sent the list back to the monastery. 
Calling all the priests of Tagtser Labrang together they opened 
the Gyalwa Rinpoche’s letter, saw that the seal had been placed 
on niy name, and at once set out for the village of 'Icngtser with 
presents. 

I was six rir scsen years old at the tunc, and I remember very 
well how 1 was plaving in the fic'lds at the time, down by a little 
stream. Mv sister came rnnning out to tell me that some monks 
had come to visit our home and that thev wanted to sec me. She 
took me to tlic house and thr e in the courtyard I saw^ a lot of fine 
big horses and inside were the monks, 'llicy gave me beautiful 
clothes to wear, finely cut and made of silk, better than anything 
I had ever seen, let alone worn. 71iei« they told me that 1 was the 
reincarnation of the mon): Tagtscr, and that 1 would have to leave 
home and go to Shardzong Monastery to study. I don’t know 
whether they cxpccled me to cry at the thought of leaving home, 
but 1 did not cry at all, not then. 1 was overcome with delight and 
wanted to leave right away. For a long time I had wanted to run 
away to the monastery; it used to be my favorite game and favorite 
dream. 

My parents too were very happy, for it was a great honor for 
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them. The monks stayed several days and gave a reception for all 
our friends from the village, giving everyone presents and announc- 
ing that I was the reincarnation of Tagtser. For the next two years, 
nearly, we continued receiving visits and presents, and occasionally 
priests would come to teach me prayers, and my mother also took 
extra time to teach me more prayers. ITien the astrologers fixed the 
date that would be most auspicious for me to leave for Shardzong, 
and the monks came to take me, with in) whole family, to the 
monastery. I remember how beautiful it looked, high up on a cliff 
face and that I could not think how our horses would ever reach it. 
It was even more beautiful when we got there, with its view over the 
wooded valleys below. There were only a few buildings, trim and 
clean, and some of tliem overgrown with climbing flowers. Parts 
of the monastery could only be reached by a narrow wooden plank 
running across a sheer cliff face, and I was terrified that I might 
shame my parents by showing how scared I was. Then someone 
took my hand, and soon I was able to run back and forth across 
that rickety bridge as though it were a wide, firm street. 

llien, after two or three days, my parents left. Mj^ mother left 
first, and I thought she was coming back. Then the next morning 
when 1 awoke I found mv father had left also, and I began to realize 
that I was going to have to sta) in the monastery on my own, that 
I had left my home and my family for good. I did not like that at 
all, and I cried for the first time. My early longing to join a monas- 
tery had been a genuine one, however, and soon I was excitedly 
beginning to take part in monastery life, making new friends, and 
staiting a few simple lessons, learning how to read and write. Most 
of my time was spent playing however, llierc were a number of 
other boys a little older than I was, and although they had certain 
duties to perform, cleaning their quarters, going out to collect yak 
dung from the mountainside and so forth, we spent a lot of time 
together. I had no duties myself, since being an incarnation from 
a wealthy monastery I had a servant appointed to look after me 
and to do all the cleaning and prepare my food. It was he who 
first taught me how to write, and he beeame my elosest friend. 
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I was so pleased and happy with all the attention that was 
shown to me, and with the fine clothes I was gi\cn to wcai, that 
I still did not think much about what it all meant, Lite seemed 
like one long happy game for those first few months. I do remember, 
though, thinking how good it was to be there, learning to read and 
write at the very same place where the great Tsong Khapa was 
given his first lessons. Young as I was I knew of Isong Kliapa and 
of at least some of the things he stood for, and it made me feel 
even happier to be there. 

After a number of months, the time came when the astrologers 
said I must leave for my own monastery of Tagtser Labrang, in the 
greater monastery of Kumbum, and be installed as the new reincar- 
nation. Again 1 was too excited to feel sorry to l^e leaving Sliaid/ong, 
happy as I had been there, and too >oung to rcali/.e that 1 v as at 
the age of eight years, about to leave behind a carefree cliildhood. 
A great cavalcade led me in procession to Tengtser where the whole 
village turned out to greet me and where to m\ great joy we stayed 
for several da\s at my parent's home. TTicn we moved on, the 
procession getting bigger all tlie time, toward the huge monastery- 
town of Kumbum. 

About half a mile away all sorts of things seemed to happen 
at once. A further escort of monks arrived on horseback while 
others lined the route wearing all sorts of diffcient robes I had 
never seen before, carrying banners and sheltered by brightly colored 
umbrellas. Some were inakiuj^ music, blowing noisily into trumpets 
and immense long horns, perhaps ten feet long, made of copper 
and richly wrouglit with silver and inLid with turquoise. Altogetlier 
there must have been about three thousand monks, come to wel- 
come the new Tagtser Lama, apart from the fact that not only 
my family but most of Tengtser village had come along with the 
procession. 

Inside I was taken to the Tagtser Lahiang, a fine spacious 
place, and carried to a throne in the a*^seinbly hall. This is the chair 
on which Tagtser himself sat and on which his reincarnations have 
sat ever since, and only they. Even a regent may not sit on the 



240 TIBET 


throne There was a small step to help me climb up, and once I 
was seated people began to come and to present me with the white 
scarves that are our traditional greeting A special pra\er was offered 
by the moiihs for me, that I might have a long life and forever sta\ 
m good health 

When that was all over I was taken to m^ quarters where 
friends came to MSit me and a number of boss of ms age were 
brought to meet me 1 had a wonderful tune with them, the\ took 
me ill around and shossed me things 1 hid neser seen or heard of 
before like cuckoo clocks and music boxes riicrc was a visit from 
the abbot of Kumbum to welcome me and of couise the next div 
I had to pas a formal sisit to him iiid other high linking ofErers 
of the monasters, ms self bringing seirves to present to them There 
were pilgrimages to make to the temples ind partieulirls to the 
birthplace of Isoiig Khipi and igun life w is fir too buss for me 
to realls stop and think of sOiat wa> luppciiing to me 1 hid i little 
more studsmg to do but thcic was still plcnts of time for plising 
and life seemeek if anvthing better than 'str 

Pscii some firstiink incirnitions iie not well endowed ind 
hardls have enough ssealth to piosiclc them ssith foovl ht done to 
care propertlv for their nionasteiies flic grade of an me irnation 
does not depend on wcaltli but em the reputation for wisdom ind 
sirtiic shown bs the whole line of successors Although lagNer wis 
Olds in the midelle grade it liappeneel to be one of the we ilthiest, 
having had mans weilths patrons Ihe monev is bs no means 
squandered in luxurs, even an inearmtion has to live icceirding to 
the prescribed standards of simplieitv onee he Ins taken holv eirders 
As set, however, I was unordamed and eould be spoiled 

Other inearnitions might have to go to their teacher^' quarters 
for instiuetion, but lagtscr I abnng eould well afford to offer food 
and private quarters for a personal tutor, and this too made life 
easier and more agreeable Ms tutor was a wonderful man who 
treated me like his own child Evers morning, before dawn he cam( 
to me and read prajers with me and we studied until about nine 
o’clock In the winter we worked m the same room in which I 
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slept because although my quarters had several rooms, we never kept 
more than one warm. Tlien we used to have breakfast together, tea 
with butter and yak cheese. After we had eaten he went off to 
continue his own studies, and I could go out to play with the other 
children. We used to run about the monastery and hide from each 
other, or else we would make statues or build houses of mud. In 
the summertime we were free to go out and plav on the mountain- 
side so long as five or six of us went together. 

"^Tlicre was a light midday snack, and then the main meal of the 
day came in the midafternoon, with meat and tea and tsampa. After 
that there was not much time left for nlaying because at five o’clock 
my studies and prayers began again and continued until it was time 
to go to bed, around eight or nine o’clock. T was not even CKpcctcd 
to attend temple servi( es though sometimes on m\ own I used to 
like to visit the temple and pray, and on special days, like the 
fifteenth of each month, I would sometimes attend with my teacher. 
As yet I was still not a monk, not having taken any vows. That was 
the next step. 

After I had been at Kumbum Monastery for six or seven 
months— I sup])OSC I must have been ncarlv ten years old then— I 
was told that the astrologers had said the time was right for me to 
take mv first vows. Of course I could have refused if I had wanted 
to, but I was so anxious that 1 asked if I could not take the fiist 
tw'o sets of vows together, and this was agreed upon. One other boy 
from dagtser Labrang was > take vows with me, and three days 
before the ceremony our heads were shaven, all but for a small lock 
left on the crowm. 

On the appointed day the othc' boy and I v ere taken to the 
temple to wait for the incarnate lama who was to give us our vows, 
lie was Cheshd Rinpochc, an old blind man. He arrived with his 
servant, and was joined by four other monks. lie lit his butter lamps 
in front of the image of Buddha and sat there and prayed for about 
an hour. Then myself and the other boy were called in. We went 
in and bowed to the old Rinpoche, and he blessed us with holy 
water. He asked us a few questions to make sure that we really 
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wanted to take the vows and knew perfectly well what we were 
doing; then with a pair of scissors he cut from each of our heads 
the last lock of hair that bound us to the world. 

He then asked us again if we really wanted to take the vows, 
and when we said yes, he read each vow out to us, one after the 
other, and to each one we had to give our assent. While in prepara- 
tion, we were already Rapjung, or novices who are entered on the 
path, but are not yet full monks. After our first thirty-six vows we 
were Getsul, or junior monks. Then we went on to take the rest of 
the two hundred and fifty-three vows to become Gelong, or full 
monks. From this moment on we were allowed to wear the simple 
clothing of the monk, which to me seemed so much more attractive 
than all the fine silks I had been wearing. And the long, long years of 
study began in earnest. It would be seven years of hard work before 
either of us would be ready to take the examinabons that would qual- 
ify us to enter the monks' assembly, which was our next goal, and 
then many more years after that until wc could hope to reach the 
end of our training in the Gclukpa school. Beyond that it would be 
up to us to take what further instruction we wanted or felt we 
needed, but that was far too far ahead to think of at the moment. 

I had other things to think of, because at last it was beginning 
to come to me just what it meant to be recognized as an incarna- 
tion. At Shardzong some of the monks had talked to me about it, 
but I never really understood. I kept asking where Tagtser was, and 
when he would be coming back. Tliey tried to tell me that he had 
died, and that I understood, until they bied to tell me he had 
returned in my body. 

Then at Kumbum everyone showing me around used to point 
places out and say, “This was where you used to sit," and show me 
objects and say, “You used this in such-and-such a life." Then I 
began to understand that all this part of Kumbum, the Tagtser 
Labrang, was mine, and so had been Shardzong, for it is one of 
Tagtser Labrang's branch monasteries. Some say it is founded on 
the spot where Tagtser himself used to meditate. I had already 
understood, in a very simple childish way, that these places and 
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this wealth and in a sense, even, these people all belonged to me, 
and I to them, but only now, at Kumbum, did I realize that it 
was all mine not because, in some strange way, it had all been 
given to me as a present, but because in a far stranger way it had 
been mine even before I was born, that I actually was Tagtser. 

Then I quickly saw that as people pointed out all my previous 
possessions they eagerly looked at me to sec if I showed any signs 
of recognition. Not that it is expected, or even usual, for incarna- 
tions to remember their previous lives, but somehow it is always 
hoped for. I began to hope for it myself, but no one single object 
looked familiar, not one place brought back any memories. In the 
heart of Tagtser Labrang itself, on the very throne of Tagtser, 
nothing stirred inside me except a growing realization of the re- 
sponsibility that had been bestowed on me. All these pcoph' were 
looking up to me, an uneducated child from a peasant family, for 
spiritual guidance, all of them hoping, secretly, for ,somc miracle. 
And out in the countryside, on the lands owned by my monastery, 
peasant folk like my own family, were depending on me to help 
them and guide them, using my knowledge and power and wealth 
for their good. It would have helped me if 1 had been able to 
recall even one event from my previous life, but I, who can often 
not even remember what happened yesterday, what chance is tlierc 
of my remembering back to another existence? 

T suppose it would be strange if I did not wonder, as I do, 
if I really am Tagtscr's reii carnation. Tlie Gyalwa Rinpochc be- 
lieved it; everyone else believes it; but I myself, I just do not know. 
I can only suppose that if it is so, th m in my last life I must have 
laid up bad deeds that liave prevented me from having even one 
memory. And if, by some strange chance, I was wrongly recognized 
and am not Tagtser, then I must be thankful that in my p/evious 
existence, whatever it was, T was fortunate enough to store up the 
good deeds that brought me to Tagtser Labrang, even if mistakenly. 
The mission may have made a mistake even the Gyalwa Rinpoche 
may have made a mistake, but deeds never make a mistake, and 
I could not imagine a greater blessing to have befallen me than to 
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have been brought, so early in this life, into contact with all those 
holy and truly religious people who have meant so much to me 
ever since. 

I have had to accept their belief in me as Tagtser, and do 
everything I could to fill the role Perhaps my doubt in myself is 
sent to me as the suffering that I have to endure in this life; for 
other than that, life, however hard at times, has staunchly con- 
tinued to fill me with the same )oy thit it did when, as a boy, I 
used to plav at running away and becoming a monk 



CHAPTER TWELVE 


Monastic Rule 



The Polala is the Paradise of Buddhas, 
Palace of C/icrirciig. 

To east, uest, south and north, 

There is a Potala on this earth. 

From the Land of Snows to the IJio Potala, 
Potala of the Southern Seas. 

-libetan sayint; 



I^Jgawonc Gyatso, the fifth Gyalwa 
Rinpoche (1617-82), is known to Tibetans as '‘The Great I’iflh'’ 
and for many different reasons. He is renowned for his military 
exploits in the seventeenth century, leading to the secular unifica- 
tion of Tibet, and he is equally renowned for his political astuteness 
by which the independence of Tibet was maintained despite the 
maneuvers of the Mongols on the one hand and the Chin^'se on 
the other. He left behind him a monument which he conceived 
and built and which has, even outside Tibet, long been regarded 
as a symbol of the country’s greatness— the vast Potala palace, 
named after the spiritual home of Chenresig. To Tibetans the Potala 
is the center of spiritual as well as of political life, and so also to 
Tibetans is the fifth Gyalwa Rinpoche renov^ned for his spiritual 
as well as for his secular greatness. 

It was under the rule of Ngawong Gyatso that the rule of 
religion was finally established, and even to the lawman, to the 
nomad or to the farmer in his fields, Ngawong Gyatso can have no 
more deserving claim to grcr'acs'^ than this. It was not merely the 
ascendancy of the Gelukpa sect that was established, nor only the 
victory of Buddhism over the old Brn beliefs. It was a dedication 
of an entire nation to a religious p.inciple, and it has been the 
eonstant attempt to put that principle into practice that has always 
been Tibet’s greatest source of strength. There has never been any 
police force in Tibet, no means of enforcing laws by the use of 
physical strength. The rule of religion has always depended solely 
on the religious fervor of the people themselves, and this is some- 
thing that cannot be imposed from oct^ide. In following the laws 
of the country, in accepting the rule of religion, the Tibetan is 
only following his own religious inclinations, and in so doing he 
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sees that benefit will follow both for the nation as a whole and 
for himself as an individual. To be a good, patriotic citizen, a 
Tibetan has only to be a good Buddhist, no more and no less is 
demanded of him. 

Yet when Ngawong G)atso came into power the situation 
was by no means as simple. There was both secular and sectarian 
rivalry, and the old Bon religion was again making a bid for su- 
premacy over Buddhism. Themselves long persecuted, the Bonpoba 
of northeastern Tibet had been steadily gaining in strength, and 
now took control of the province of Beri, imprisoning or driving 
out all Buddhist monks. Making use of the strong tics already 
forged with the Mongols, Ngawong G}atso called on Gushri Klian 
who promptly sent an army to Beri and subjugated the rebellious 
Bonpoba. Tliey never regained power, but right to the present day 
this area has been a stonghold of Bon belief. 

Not far to the west the young Gyalwa Rinpoche had an even 
more powerful enemy, the king of Tsang. B} far the strongest secular 
leader in the whole of Tibet, this king belonged to the Nyingmapa 
sect, and was bitterly opposed to the Gclukpa on religious grounds, 
lie also feared their potential rivalry and in his own province did 
his best to completely suppress them. lie even attempted to have 
the young Gelukpa leader assassinated. Once again Ngawong Gyatso 
appealed to Gushri Khan, who this time sent an even larger army 
which entered central Tibet, sacking and pillaging and forcibly 
restoring dispossessed Gclukpa monks to their monasteries. Tlie 
armies of Tsang were engaged and defeated, the king and his 
nobility exiled. 

Gushri Khan consolidated his position and soon established 
control over virtually the entire country. Retaining only an honorific 
title for himself, he formally handed over this control to Ngawong 
Gyatso, and from this moment onward the Gyalwa Rinpoche has 
been the undisputed secular leader as well as spiritual head of the 
country. Tlic Mongol prince had intervened so willingly and effee 
tively partly out of personal friendship for the young incarnate 
lama but also partly because of his own hostility to the Nyingmapa 
sect and his desire to sec the Gelukpa sect flourish in Tibet as it 
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did in his own country. Had Ngawong G>atso wished, he could 
have used the Mongol military strength to destroy the Nyingmapa 
as a sect. As it was, while making sure that their political, secular 
authority was crushed, he went to extraordinary lengths to incorpo- 
rate Nyingmapa teachings and practices in his own ecclesiastical 
court- 

He underwent all the training demanded of any leader of the 
Gclukpa sect and proved liimself to be an exceptional scholar, lie 
went on, however, to study the Nyingmaj)a teachings, and some 
say he took Nyingmapa initiations and in fact bceanie a member 
of the Nyingmapa sect. As such, unless lie had not become a full 
monk, he would ha\c still been bound In the vow of celibacy, yet 
it is further said that the man he appointed as regent, and to whom 
he handed over most Ins secular antliorit}, was in fact his son. 
Others deny this, claiming that he did in fact take' full \ows amt 
maintain a celibate life. However that nia\ hi\ it n ('crtain that 
whereas he could wath ease have established the eom])lctc subjection 
of the Nyingmapa to the Gehikpa, he established rather thcii spirit- 
ual and religious equality . It is certain also that whereas he could have 
kept the secular autliontv tirinU in his ow’ii hands, as Gyalwa Rin 
poche, he preferred to turn it over to the office of icgcnt, a ]>ractice 
followed by nearb all his successors. 

It w'as during Ngawong G\atso\ reign that the centrali/.cd form 
of go\ eminent w^as established, which lasted with little change right 
up to the present. Under th. sv tern the government, while always 
subject to the ultimate authority of the Gyalwa Rin]K)che, was 
di\idcd equally between monks (bo^h Gclukpa and N\ingnia])a) 
and la\nicn. Roth were included in equal numbcTS and aetf'd as 
an effective balance to eaeii other in the govciiiincntal deliberations. 
Part of the purpose of the great New' Year festival, also instituted 
by the fifth Gyalwa Riiipoehc, is to remind cvervone, clerics and lay 
alike, that the government of I’ibet and tiic welfaic of its people 
rest on our religious belief and practice. It w\as Ngawong Gyatso 
who ordered that at this time the senior proctors from Drepung 
Monastery, near Lhasa, should take over absolute control of the 
government. The formal ceremony includes speeches, made in 
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public, admonishing nobility and clerics alike to heed the rule 
of religion. 

Ngawong Gyatso was an able politician, and throughout his 
life he maintained his close friendship with the powerful Mongol 
prince Gushri Khan, at the same time establishing cordial relations 
with the new Manchu dynasty in China. lie visited the Imperial 
Court at Peking and won for Tibet all the concessions granted by 
the previous Ming dynasty and for the office of Gyalwa Rinpoche 
recognition of its absolute independence and authority. 

Partly because of the need for a physical home for the new 
central government, and partly, perhaps, because of the desire to 
avoid its being regarded as an exclusively Gelukpa monopoly, Nga- 
wong Gyatso decided to move from his quarters at the Gelukpa 
monastery of Drepung and establish the new court of the Gyalwa 
Rinpoche, as spiritual and secular head of Tibet, on the site of 
the palace built long before by Srontsan Gampo, on Lhasa's Red 
Hill. Few men have left behind such a monument as the Potala, 
yet because of this and because of his many other secular accomp- 
lishments, the fifth Gyalwa Rinpoche is often thought of outside 
Tibet, primarily, or even solely, as a statesman and politician or 
as a scholar. In Tibet, however, we think of him with equal re- 
speet for his spiritual greatness, as the man who gave us, amongst 
other things, the Lhasa Monlam, the Great Prayer of Lhasa which 
commemorates the beginning of every new yeai. We think of him 
as the man who allowed us to dream of paradise and tell the world 
of our dreams in the joyous butter-tower festival. He himself had 
such a dream, showing the infinite beauty of the world of the 
Buddhas, and had the scenes rc-crcated in giant models made of 
hard butter for all to see and wonder at. Once a year wc still do 
this, and my own monastery of Kumbum is most famous of all 
for the beauty and excellence of its butter towers. We work hard 
at our creations, which are kept secret until the evening of the 
fifteenth day of the twelfth month when they are paraded in 
the streets for everyone to enjoy. Then, as a poignant reminder of 
the transitory nature of all things, before the sun rises on the six- 
teenth day our dreams in butter are dissolved in flames. 
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Erudite as he was, Ngawong Gyatso recognized the limitations 
of mere academic learning and increasingly retreated into a life of 
spiritual contemplation. While looking down from the Potala, once, 
he saw an old man making his circuit of the sacred cit>% followed 
by the figure of a woman whom he instantly recognized as Dolma, 
heavenly consort of Chenresig. Every day at the same time the old 
man appeared on his pilgrimage, and e\cry day he was followed 
by the image of Dolma. Ngawong Gyatso asked for the old man 
to be brought to him and then questioned him. The man knew 
nothing of Dolma following him and amused the court by his 
igne ranee and apparent stupidity. lie was merely making the pre- 
scribed pilgrimage, he said, and reciting the holy ngag, or prayer, 
as he had been taught. Wlicn he recited the prayer for all to hear 
he was ridiculed for the number of mistakes he had mad'*, and 
he was carefully taught how to recite it correctly. 

The next day Ngawong Gyatso watched from the roof of the 
Potala with ruembers of his court but when the old man appeared 
as usual, he v^as alone. Tlicre was no sign of the Goddess Dolma. 
Once more the Gyalwa Rinpochc had the old man brought to him 
Tliere, in front of everyone, he told the old man that he was more 
fortunate than those who had presumed to try to correct him for 
his faulty recitation, for in his ignorance he nonetheless had the 
protection of Dolma, whereas in his newfound learning he had lost 
it. Ho told the old man to return to his pilgrimage and to continue 
as he had begun, with his mind and heart fixed on their purpose, for 
it was devotion and not learning that brought such blessings. The 
old man did as he was told and was once again seen making his 
round of the city, mumbling his faulty prayer, but with Dolma once 
again following and protecting him. 

To Tibetans the Potala is a symbol of the spiritual rather than 
the temporal greatness of the fifth Gyalwa Rinpoche, and it is open 
to all, Buddhist or otherwise, as a place of spiritual pilgrimage. Its 
very name refers to the celestial home of Chenresig, so we generally 
refer to the Potala in Lhasa as Phobrang, meaning the palace of 
the earthly incarnation of Chenresig. Tliere are said to be other 
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Potalas too— homes for other earthly incarnations. The Lho Potala, 
that of the Southern Seas, is supposed to be near Shanghai. In 
Shengshi province is the Rio Tsen ga» or "'palace of the five moun- 
tain peaks,'' the eastern home of Chenresig. To the west is the 
land of Urgycn, which we think may include Kashmir, and there 
lies the western Potala, and to the north is Shambhala, which some 
say is in I’ibct and others even think may be Moscow. 

We do not know' exactly where these foi r Potalas are, but we 
beliex'C that somewhere in this world they exist, and in each of them 
Chenresig has incarnated himself in a Changchub Sempa for the 
welfare of mankind. For us, in Tibet, the Potala in Lhasa is the 
home of Chenresig, incarnate in the body of the Gyalwa Rinpoche, 
and that is its importance for us rather than that it is the center of 
our government or for its historic importance. Some even say that 
it w^as the earthly abode of Chenresig himself, before I’ibct w’as 
inhabited. 

Pilgrims must leave their horses, if they have come bv horse- 
back, at the foot of the Red TIill. llien they have quite a stiff 
climb, up the rock face, along paths and up steps cut into the rock 
face. Above towers the White Palace, and behind and even higher 
stands the Red Palace. "Ilic Red Palace ciuitains the temples and 
monastic apartments and the private monastery of the Gyalwa Rin- 
poche. His private apartments aie the highest of all. Tlie White 
Palace is for secular offices and for the residence of all secular mem- 
bers of the Potala staff. Here also is a school for government officials. 

After climbing up the steps on the rock face, the pilgrim enters 
the building itself. It is nearly a thousand feet long and thirteen 
stories high, filled with a maze of corridors and staircases. When 
1 first visited the Potala I went in by the pilgrim's main entrance, 
going from the bright sunlight outside into a chamber that was 
so dark I could see nothing at first. In this chamber there is a huge 
prayer wheel, twenty or more feet high, about eight feet in diameter. 
From one side of it there is a wooden stick, and when anyone turns 
the prayer wheel the stick comes around and sounds a deep-toned 
bell Every pilgrim visiting the Potala must turn this wheel. From 
there I climbed up inside the Potala, going along dark corridors lit 
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by butter lamps or by small open skylights and climbing all the 
time. Sometimes I came out into the open, such as by the huge 
courtyard under the Red Palace where many of the festivals take 
place, particularly the religious dances and plays. 

Tliere arc temples and shrines to sec, and toward the back are 
the tombs of all the Gyalwa Rinpochc from the fifth onward, ex- 
cepting the sixth, whose death was as strange as his life. The tombs, 
particularly that of Ngawong Cyatso, arc highly reversed. His 
reaches up for over sixty feet through three stories inside the Potala, 
bursting out into a golden canopy on the roof, beside the canopies 
of th^ other tombs. Inside, if the weather is clear, the shutters arc 
opened and there is plenty of light to see the chdrten, enshrining 
the Rinpoche's remains, standing in the center. When the shutters 
have to be closed, the tomb is lit by butter lamps, but yon can still 
clearly sec the chdrten, covered with gold and inlaid with many 
kinds of precious stones. Tlic relics arc buried inside,^ and arc not 
kept out for viewing, as some poplc say, and certainly there are no 
mummified bodies. The notion of the Potala as a mysterious place, 
filled with secret passages and chambers, is completely foreign to us, 
as is the notion that wc forbid any but I’ibctan Buddhists to visist 
the Potala. Wc have ourselves never had any interest in prcNcnting 
other peoples from coming to Tibet, and any visitor to Lhasa, 
regardless of his religion, has been welcome to make the pilgrimage 
to the Potala. During the past century both the Chinese and the 
British luive seen it in their interest to refuse admission to foreigners 
wishing to enter Tibet, but wc have never had any reason to do so. 

Only one of the temples in the Potala is really dark, and that 
is the temple to Chenresig himself. Tlic image is small, not much 
more than eighteen inches high, and is on a long altar with many 
other images around it. In front is a single golden butter lamp, 
always burning, just showing that the temple is also decorated with 
umbrella-like canopies and with religious banners. 

There is so much to sec that a pilgrim can spend a whole day 
there and still not see everything. Most of us bring food with us 
and have a picnic on the rooftops, for as well as being a pilgrimage 
this is an occasion for rejoicing and for being happy. Those who 
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live in the Potala sometimes have mixed feelings about the number 
of pilgrims, for the toilets, although numerous, are only openings 
that drop down to the rocks below, and unless rain comes to wash 
the refuse away it can make living in some of the rooms uncomfort- 
able. 

Those who have friends or relatives living there are free to 
visit them, and they may be entertained to meals and offered hos- 
pitality, or if a pilgrim is really struck by hunger or thirst he can 
ask any of the monks and will be given something. Even during the 
highest religious festivals the Potala is open to the public, so that 
we truly think of it as belonging to us and not to some remote, 
disinterested autocrat. We have always believed that the Gyalwa 
Rinpochc, as Chenresig’s incarnation, is here for our well-being, and 
our trust in him has never once been ill-founded. 

Some people seem to think that the rule of religion in Tibet 
is the same as the rule of Church, the rule of this sect or that. They 
also seem to think of the Church as something exclusive. F"ar from it. 
Anyone, from any family, can enter a monastery at any time of his 
life and take the vows of monkhood. He can 1)C young or old, rich 
or poor. Depending on his abilit}^ and his inclination he may 
become a scholar monk, devoted to learning and teaching, or he 
may offer his life in service of the monastery, for even the most 
menial work is done by monks. Probably one out of every six people 
in Tibet enters a monastery. Yet it is by no means a parasitical 
existence, nor is it a life for the lazy. From the lowest to the highest 
in the hierarchy, monastic discipline is rigid and severe, enough so 
to frighten away most weaklings. Monks, like monasteries, do not 
exist and live for themselves; they live in the service of others. 
However menial the work of a monk may be, the act of service is 
considered as deserving of the highest respect, equal to that accorded 
a scholar. Similarly, a monastery is respected for its service to the 
people and is the center of every community in Tibet, however 
rural and remote and humble. 

The word ‘‘monastery” might perhaps mislead some people. 
Some monasteries in Tibet are like Shardzong, the first monastery 
to which I was sent as a child incarnation. They are small, perhaps 
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only four or five buildings clustered together, with a temple and 
an assembly hall and with living quarters for the monks. T^ey are 
places of retreat, foi meditation and for study, and for the holding 
of regular services for the benefit of mankind. Others, like my own 
Kumbum Monastery, for instance, even though far out in the open 
countryside, are more like towns or even cities. Kumbum is built 
where a number of valleys from the mountains abo\'e it fall down 
and come together. Where they meet there is a cluster of high hills, 
and spread over these hills are the buildings of the monastery, some 
three thousand of them. The buildings are separated by streets, 
many of them busy and bustling and at certain times of the day 
crowded to capacity. The buildings are of all shapes and sizes, 
covering the entire area without any apparent uniformity. This is 
not surprising, for withiji a monastic town of this kind therr are 
many semi-independent monasteries, each separately endowed and 
correspondingly different in size and splendor. Some monastic towns, 
such as Drepung, near Lhasa, arc even larger. Drepung holds some 
ten thousand monks whereas the population of Kumbum is only 
about four thousand. population in Gelnkpa monasteries like 
these consists exclusively of monks; there arc no nuns and no lay- 
men, though visitors arc always made welcome. 

A monastic town has its main buildings, particularly its temple 
and assembly hall, large enough to admit the entire congregation. 
From here the monastery as a whole is guided by the abbot and his 
staff, and it is here that the unity of the monastery is established. 
But it has never been the way of Buddhism, least of all in Tibet, to 
establish unity thiough uniformity', and the rest of a monastic town 
is made up of what effectively are smaller independent units, some- 
times regional and sometimes religious. For instance, at Kumbum 
there were many smaller monasteries contained within the town, 
including my own Tagtser Labrang. 

The small but wealthy monastery of which I was born to be 
the head is high up, at the top of the northernmost hill in Kumbum. 
It is long and narrow, almost a quarter of a mile long. It is really 
a series of courtyards, each running into the next and each sur- 
rounded on all four sides by two-storied buildings. You enter by 
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the first courtyard, around which are stables for the horses and 
mules and a barn for our few cows. Off the same courtyard are 
rooms for storing straw and fodder for the animals, and quarters for 
the monks whose job it is to look after them. Visitors arriving leave 
their horses in this courtyard and then go through another gateway 
at the far end into the middle court. Here you have the main 
kitchen in which food is cooked for all the monks living in the 
Labrang and the rooms of the chief steward, or butler. Nearby, on 
the other side of the entrance, is the storage house and a small dairy 
in which milk products arc prepared— yogurt, butter and cheese. In 
this middle courtyard also is the granary, where we keep the w^heat, 
barley and oats wc get from our fields, and a few dried vegetables. 
Each Labrang in Kumbum has to look after its own needs in this 
way, and although my own Labrang has bigger and better-stocked 
granaries than many, our wealth being greater, it does not mean 
that wc live much differently. No monk may indulge in any form 
of excess or luxury, food included, and according to Buddhist belief 
we are obliged to share. Even the poorest Labrang must contribute 
part of its wealth to the central treasury of Kumbum, and of course 
Tagtscr Labrang contributes quite heavily. From this central treasury 
the wealth, money and food alike, is redistributed to ensure that 
everyone gets a fair share. 

In the far corner of the middle courtyard arc the guest apart- 
ments, so spacious that the main room can be used as an assembly 
hall for the prayers wc hold on our feast days the ninth day of 
our eleventh month, and the fifteenth day of the first month. In 
these apartments wc lodge our visitors, laymen and monks alike. Tliey 
come to us from all over Tibet and Mongolia, and wc like to be 
able to make them comfortable after they have traveled so far. But 
if my own parents were to come, as they used to, then just being a 
small party from not far away they would stay in the first courtyard. 

Just across from these apartments, in the other corner, arc the 
quarters of my teacher and servant, and here w'C might sometimes 
put an especially important visitor. Within the same corner is a 
small inner courtyard, about thirty feet long, with two small rooms 
on each side. Tliis is where I stay, and where I have my own small 
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kitchen. From here, if I want to, I can go directly into the third 
courtyard without going out into the middle court, and in the third 
courtyard on the east side is our temple and treasury. Tlic temple 
is on the first floor, and there we keep all our sacred images and 
our scriptures. Beside it is the assembly hall, large enough to hold 
five oi six hundred monks. On the second floor is the treasury proper 
with our most precious belongings and valuable gems. On the 
north side is more storage space, for meat on the second floor, and 
grains, below. From this grain supply we can let grain out to those 
who need it for planting. In one corner we keep a supply of wood 
and naterials for maintenance and rcp.air of the Labrang buildings, 
and in the other corner is our fuel supply. On the west side are my 
official quarters where I must stay if I have guests and where I must 
receive visitors. There aic just three rooms, one is my bedroom, one 
is the reception room, and the other is a kind of waiting room. 
Above my quarters arc more guest apartments. Ncar^thc entrance 
from the middle courtyard is another small court, much like my 
own, where li\'C the monks who take care of the temple, the lighting 
of the butter lamps, and the performance of our daily services. 

The outside walls are all made of brick and stone; the inner 
walls are wood and the roof is sometimes tiled and sometimes just 
covered with baked mud. On the ground floor no windows look out 
onto the street, only into the courtyards, as protection against 
thieves, but the upper floor has windows on both sides, and the 
rooms are bright and airy. The windows are large and made of 
latticed wood, and we cover ours with either a fine white cloth or 
with translucent paper. Tlie walls arc plastered and usually covered 
with brightly colored paintings. In the guest apartments the paint 
ings tell the story of how the monastery came to be built, or they 
may show scenes from the life of Buddha. In the temple and assembly 
hall the paintings, all done by monks, show religious scenes, tell the 
story of the Buddha's renunciation or of his attainment of enlighten- 
ment, and in the assembly hall we have pictures of the eight Bud- 
dhist symbols: the wheel, the fish and tlie conch shell, the vase and 
the flower, the umbrella, the prayer banner, and the woven symbol 
of eight, the Palbu. 
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Every year, in the ninth month, just before the snows come, 
the first fifteen days of the month arc given over to whitewashing all 
the buildings in Kumbum. The rains have ended by then, and for the 
rest of the year we have lovely clean white monasteries, shining in the 
sun, with their bright and colorful interiors. Tliis is how we live. 

It was in the time of the fifth Gyalwa Rinpoche that monastie 
communities such as this really began to have a single organization, 
binding them together in a common discipline. The Gelukpa have 
always encouraged intensive academic study of the scriptures, and 
insist on a monk attaining a certain very high level before he is 
permitted to branch out into tantric studies. For instance, a Gelukpa 
monk wishing to study at either Gyumc or Gyuto, the two most 
famous centers of esoteric learning in Tibet, must first graduate 
from one of the three Gelukpa academies, Gandcn, Drcpiing and 
Sera, with his doctorate, or Geshi^ degree Only then is he considered 
fit for occult study and practice. ConsequenLh Gelukpa monasteries 
of any size arc also to be considered as universities, organized along 
the lines instituted by Ngawong Gyatso in the seventeenth century. 

At the apex of the organization is the Lachi, an academic 
council consisting of the heads of all the various colleges within the 
university, together with a treasurer and one or two other officials. 
Their offices are generally neai the main assembly hall, in the very 
heart of the monastic town. The Lachi is, in a way, a coordinating 
committee, existing to maintain a certain uniformity of academic- 
standards, for each college is allowed a great deal of freedom in 
arranging its curriculum. Some colleges, or Dratsang, specialize in 
certain scriptures, and they may further differ from each other by 
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having different rules of discipline. While a student can to a large 
extent choose whichever Dratsang he thinks will suit him best, he 
is given his place of residence, or Khamtsan, according to his place 
of birth. The Khamtsan arc all regional, although in different monas- 
teries, according to their size, the regions may be grouped together 
somewhat differently. In his own Kliamtsan a young student will find 
people from his own country or part of Tibet, speaking his own dia- 
lect. He will almost certainly find relatives there. Membership in a 
certain regional residence in no way restricts the student however, 
for in his daily studies at the college he will meet others from all 
over Tibet, and eventually he will meet students from other colleges 
within the same monastic town and so broaden his intellectual 
horizon as well. 

A boy may join a monastery w^hen he is only seven ycd!s old, 
or a man when he is seventy. In cither case the procedure is the 
same. He must find a fiicnd or relative who wilK sponsor him 
and arrange for a teacher and for residence. Usually a boy's parents 
will do all this, and once it is done the boy is brought to the 
monastery and submitted for acceptance. Unless there is some very 
good reason for rejecting him, there will be no question. Even if 
a boy runs away from home and comes to the monastery on his 
own, the officials themselves will find someone to act as his sponsor 
and guardian. He is admitted to a college, or Dratsang, and given 
a place to sleep in his proper Kliamtsan. 'I bis is where he w'ill eat 
and sleep and do most of his studying, and for nearly everyone this 
is where he will spend the rest of his life. 

Tlie Khamtsan buildings arc buil just like the others; in some 
areas where wood is plentiful that is used, but in most places the 
walls and floors and even the roofs are made of stone, and wood is 
only used for the main beams and crossbeams and for doors and 
window^s. Stones arc crushed and laid on top of straw, mixed with 
dirt and more straw and all pounded up with water. When it sets 
it is like cement, and we rub it and n\h it with oil until it ha*! a 
high sheen, which we like to see. Tliese buildings may be five or six 
stories high, and on each floor arc rooms for students and teachers, 
all members of the same Khamtsan, and the kitchens. Each student 
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has his own room, maybe as small as seven or eight feet square, 
perhaps twiee as large, and behind it will be his kitchen, for everyone 
must do his own cooking. In the room there is a mattress for sleep- 
ing at night and sitting during the day and in front of it a small 
low table which can be used as a desk. A small chest is enough for 
the few personal belongings a monk will have, and the top of this 
chest is used as an altar. Tlic only other furniture is a little charcoal 
stove or a fireplace for keeping the tea warin. 

In the kitchen there is a water pot where water must be kept 
for all cooking and washing needs, a few cooking utensils, and a 
stove on which yak dung and wood are burned. The stoves are 
built of bricks, quite high, and the ashes arc carefully kept under- 
neath since we use them on the fields. Every three days or so the 
ashes are taken out and thrown down the toilet. Each floor has its 
own toilet, which is simple, since there is no running water, but 
which the students and teachers take great care to keep clean. It is 
usually a small room built out beyond the outside wall, with a chute 
to take all the refuse down into a covered pit dug into the ground 
below. ITic ashes from the fire help to keep the smell down, and 
waste water is used to clean the toilet and the chute, so it is not 
bad at all. Tlie villagers conic every few months to dig out the pits 
and take the sewage away for use as manure. 

Every building has an official wc call Rakor Goiipa, who 
makes sure that people are clean in all their habits, and he can fine 
any student who does not keep his room clean or who makes too 
many cooking odors. Otherwise students arc left free to cook what- 
ever foods they want and can afford. Poor students can usually make 
money to buy food by performing extra services for those who arc 
more fortunate, for every student has certain compulsory duties, 
often very menial. He is allocated these duties as his contribution 
to the monastery, but this is primarily a way of ensuring that all 
the necessary work gets done. If a student's time is so taken up 
with his studies that he has no time for his duties, and if he can 
find some way of paying another student to do the work foi him, 
this is considered perfectly alright. For instance a student working 
for his examinations would almost certainly try to find someone to 
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clean his room for him and attend to other chores and in return 
would be only too glad to share his food. Sometimes the monastery 
distributes alms to the monks in the form of money, and this is 
used for the purchase of food outside the monastery compound, in a 
nearby village or town. Some prefer to save this money to buy off 
their duties. 

More often, alms are distributed in the form of food itself. 
Even a small monastery will do this on ten or fifteen days of every 
month, others for as many as twenty days or more. These are days 
on which we honor the patrons who have made donations to the 
moil istery, and all monks assemble in the main hall and attend a 
religious service during which the food is distributed and eaten. 
We all carry our wooden bowls under the folds in our robes, and 
the junior monks serve us with tea and tsainpa and perhaps si^me 
sweet cakes or other delicacies. Some monks live on this almost 
entirely, nevci buying food on their own for the duys on which 
there is no patron’s feast. 

The year is divided into semesters, and in betw'ccn there arc va- 
cations we call chotsham. During these vacations the student monks 
arc free to leave the monastery and most of them go to work in 
neighboring villages and farms. Whatcvei they get paid they use 
to buy food or wdiatcvcr else they need for the next semester, or 
to make a contribution to their teachers. Ihcy have not yet taken 
full vows, so thev can do this. Monks do not have to study, how- 
cv^er, and those wdio arc ncitiicr students nor full monks, but who 
merely offer service to the monastery, are expected to provide for 
themselves in this way. 

Everyone entering a monastery, llOwc^'C^, is expected to take 
the first vows and become Rapjung. Tliis is the first of three grades 
of monks, the other two being Gctsul and then Gclong. All are 
equally considered as Trapa, or monks, and among the Gelukpa are 
bound by an oath to celibacy The nonstudent monks may be trained 
as craftsmen or artisans; they may tak"* 'are of the monastery farm- 
lands, and they generally supply the officials who take care of all 
financial and business arrangements. Others with less talent work in 
the monastery kitchens as servants. Tliey are by no means divorced 
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from religious life, and many are specially trained in the performance 
of religious rites and are sent out to minister to the needs of the 
local population, taking back to the monastery any alms they might 
be given in return for their services. 

lliose who decide to stay as Rapjung, and not take any further 
vows, may do so simply because they feel they will not be able to 
lead the more rigidly disciplined life of Getsul or Gclong, in which 
for instance no food may be eaten after midday, except tea. Or else 
the\' may stay as Rapjung because the Khanpo, or abbot, advises 
against their pioceeding further, at least for the moment. Before 
taking the additional vows, a Rapjung monk should go first to his 
teacher, who will then take him to the abbot's private quarters for 
approsal and for initiation. Befoie each additional vow' is adminis- 
tered the abbot closely questions the applicant as to whether he 
rcalh know's what it means and is taking it of his own free wall 
and in the conviction that he can and will uphold it. To become 
Rapjuiig sixteen \ow'S must bt taken, including avoidance of certain 
sins and the adherence to certain rules Getsul involves the taking 
of tw’cnty additional vow^s, and for Gclong the full two hundred 
and fift)' Ihrec must be taken. 

Tlicie is no paiticiilar time limit, the oiiK rule being that you 
must be over twent) yeais old before yon can take Gclong. If )0u 
enter the monastery after this age, and if \ou wish it and the abbot 
approves, you could take all the \ovvs of the three grades in the 
same day, but generally people wait Older men joining a monas* 
tery may want to take all the vow\s at once, for it they stay as 
Rapjung the) will find themselves lising and studying mainly with 
younger boys, and thc\ may feel self-conscious. By taking all the 
vows the) are entitled to the privileges that belong to the older men 
and can mix with them more freely though they arc still just stu- 
dents. Tliey wear the special Gclong robes, sit in the more honored 
place in assembly, and cat at special times; these are the main dif- 
ferences between their life as Gclong and their life as Rapjung. 
When there is a patron’s feast day in the assembly, the Rapjung 
must wait on the other monks and sen^e them their tea and food. 

Every fifteenth and thirtieth day of each month there are special 
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services that the different grades attend at different times, with the 
Gelong entering the assembly hall first. Tlic idea is that during this 
service each monk should consider how w'cll or how j^oorly he has up- 
held his vows during the past two weeks. If he has failed, he must 
speak up in front of all the others and confess his fault. The abbot, or 
W'hoever is in charge of the service, may say nothing, but if it is a 
serious or repeated fault he is likely to comment on it and ask for 
everyone to pray for the offender so that he may lia\e the strength 
not to fail again. There is no giving of penance, onl> pra)'er. Onl\ if 
the fault is exceptionally bad, amounting to a saciilcge or a complete 
desecration of the Buddhist faith, such as murder, is action then 
taken and the monk expelled. 

Studies fall into five groups, each one taking sc>da] \ 'ais to 
complete. First is Namdrcl, which is the study of logic. U comes 
first because the most important thing for the student, riglit at the 
beginning, is for him to learn how to think pioperly, in an orderly 
and reasonable manner. Then comes J^iichin, a eompaiatiw study 
of the Buddhist scriptures introilueing th(‘ student to the diffeicnt 
schoob of thought At Lhasa Namdrcl and Parehin each take five 
years to complete. dhc\ are followed b\ Oiimah, which teaches the 
avoidance of extremes and leads the student into the difficult two 
yeai siiidv of the Tong pa nid, better known in the west as Snnyata, 
or the sliich of nothingne-ss, noii -existence W'e Tibetan Buddhists 
do not, like some, avow’ that death is an end to c^ervthilIg, nor do 
we eonceivc of Sanggve Sa a* be ng the entire dcslruelion of exist 
ence, though w^c certainK can sa\ that it is not cxisteuee as wr recog- 
nize it. Then comes Dzo, the study of metaphysics, foi one year 
After that is a time foi c'ompletc revisem of all that ha.s gone before, 
and the final course of study wdiieh is Dnlw’a. Here the \hnasa phi 
losophy is expounded, laying the basis fur all monastic discipline. At 
least nine years have fo be spent on Dnlwa and the overall rc\iew 
before the higher degrees can be taken. E\cn then many yens of 
further study remain for those so inclined 

About halfway through, when yc » have completed Parehin, 
you can take the degree of Rabgycmha, for which you have to come 
before the assembly and give an account of all you have learned 
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so far, and you can be questioned up to that point. Then when 
you complete Oumah you can take the degree of Kaju, and in the 
last stages of your studies you can take the three highest degrees of 
Lharampa, Tsogrampa, and Dorampa. Tlic first two are given only 
to those who complete at Lhasa and take part in the Monlam fes- 
tivities. Dorampa, a lesser degree, may be awarded by monastic uni- 
versities outside Lhasa but is not so exacting and docs not carry the 
same weight or prestige. 

From the beginning students arc expected to study on their 
own to a very large extent. Each chooses his own teacher, who sug- 
gests appropriate readings and who discusses the scriptures under 
study with the student. One of the main features of academic study 
at a monastery is the use of debate. Every day all classes assemble 
in the courtyard outside the assembly hall, and each in turn comes 
before the abbot, llic abbot gi\'cs the class some words of advice 
and encouragement, a hint as to the general direction they should 
take, and then the class retreats to its alloted space in the courtyard 
and its members begin loudly debating with each other. As they 
do so, senior students may come o\cr to join them, mainly to brush 
up their own earlier studies but also to give some help to their 
juniors by friendly criticism. Any contcslants who attract and hold 
a large crowd are considered to be doing particularly well, and this 
is everyone's aim. All sorts of tricks are used, particularly wild and 
threatening gestures for the debate takes place in a j^rescribed open 
space within which the two opponents can sit or stride up and 
down as the\ like. Sitting impassively can be just as disconcerting 
as the wildest gymnastics, but nothing can conceal from the critical 
cars of the onlooking crowd the discordant sounds of ignorance. 

nhs is the wa\ we go through our studies, learning to be 
learned without being j^roud, and at the same time learning the 
meaning of discipline. In the same way that our minds are disci- 
plined, gradually, so arc our bodies. For this, as well as for our 
whole monastic system and for the rule of religion in our country, 
we ha\'c to thank the fifth Gjalwa Kinpochc, Ngawong Gyatso. 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


The Seed of Dissension 



Lhasa is densely populated, not only by 
natnes. but by a large number of foreigners 
of divers nations, such as Tartars, 

Chinese, Muscovites, Armenians, people 
from Cascimir, Hindustan and Nepal, 
all established there as merchants; and who 
have made large fortunes. 

— Fr. Ii'POLiio Desidiri (c. 1714 ) 




^\^\^rnNG from Lhasa during the first 
quarter of the eighteenth century, Vt. Dcsidcri was not the first 
Christian missionary to live there, and as can be seen from his own 
account he was far from being tlic only foicignci. It is circumstance 
rather than the Tibetan people that has isolated the coiintr)' from 
the rest of the world, and the ban on travel has been imposed by 
foreign governments, I'Ot by the Tibetans. On the contrarv, ve have 
always welcomed foreigners, and the great fifth Gyalwa Rinpoche 
himself invited Christian missionaries to come to I^basa to discuss 
their religion, with freedom to both teach and practice. 'Tlicre had 
for a long time been Muslims in Lhasa, but during the time of 
Ngawong Gyatso there came to Lhasa a very renowned holv Muslim, 
lie used to visit the Gyalwa Rinpoche and they would have long 
talks together and would even cat their meals together. One day 
when up on the loof of the Potala, the holy man said that he very 
much wanted a quiet place of his own where he could practice his 
religion. Tlic Gyalwa Rinpoche called for bow and arrow and said 
that wherever the arrow dro^ pea would become a place for all Mus- 
lims to worship in their own way. He fired tlie bow. and the arrow 
fell in a place called Cyangdrag Lii ;ka, nearby. There to this day 
stands a mosque where generations cf Muslim:' have followed their 
religion in Lhasa since the seventeenth century. Many of the cos- 
tumes worn during our festival plays tell of the Jong contact we 
have had w^ith the ^^uslim peoples from the West. 

Even stranger, perhaps, is the story of the Christians in Tibet. 
It is said that at Hemis, until rccerdl. there was a document tell- 
ing of how Jesus Christ, following an argument with his parents, 
ran away and spent some years in India, studying the scriptures and 
finally residing at Ilemis Monastery in Ladakh, and embraced 
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Buddhism before he returned to his own country to preach a new 
religion. A Russian traveler named Notwitch took away the manu- 
script, and later sent a translation to the monastery, but this in turn 
was taken away by some foreign traveler. 

There is no further evidence concerning this story, which may 
or may not be true. There is, however, much similarity between the 
teachings of the two religions and even in their ecclesiastical or- 
ganization. This cannot in any way be accounted for by the presence 
of the Christian missionaries in the seventeenth century for the 
earliest of these themselves remarked on the same similarity. 

Christian missionaries were already spreading through Asia in 
the seventh century, and by the thirteenth century they were estab- 
lished not far from the northern and eastern borders of Tibet. Tliere 
is a curious legend attached to the early life of Tsong Khapa, who 
above all others established the principles on which the Gcliikpa 
order is founded and in which many similarities arc seen with the 
Christian teachings and the Christian Church. When Tsong Kliapa 
was a child he renounced the world, to seek for truth, and entered 
a period of fastings in the mountain wilds of his homeland, in Amdo. 
It is said that at that time an extraordinary lama, or teacher, from 
the far west arrived in Amdo. The young boy, much struck by the 
wisdom and goodness of the stranger begged to be taught by him. 
The lama from the west instructed Tsong Khapa, and after teaching 
him all that he knew, the lama died high up in his mountain retreat. 
The lama achieved fame not only through the greatness of his 
teachings but also by the strangeness of his appearance, marked by 
burning eyes and an excessively large, sharp nose. Two European 
Lazarist missionaries who visited Tibet in the first half of the nine- 
teenth century stopped at Kumbum, site of Tsong Khapa’s child- 
hood and often heard their appearance referred to as being similar 
to that of Tsong Khapa's teacher; it was even concluded by some 
that they came from the same remote land in the west. We Tibetans 
ourselves often refer to Tsong Khapa by his nickname “Amdo 
Nawochi'" which means “Big Nose from Amdo.'' But we know 
his teachers to have included the great Karmapa teacher and Don- 
grub Rinchen, both from the west. 
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It is not until the seventeenth century that there is any definite 
record of the arrival of Christian missionaries in Tibet, though they 
themselves were lured on by stories of missionaries who had pre- 
ceded them. At first the missions were established on the outskirts, 
around Lch and Ladakh, where for a time they had a warm and 
friendly reception. So it was when they arrived in central Tibet, 
but it was inevitable that their presence should be considered a 
challenge to the authority of the Buddhist monks, and they received 
increasing opposition from some of the monasteries. 

Tlie Capuchins were the first to establish a mission in Lhasa. 
It uMS short lived and was followed by the arrival of the Jesuit Fr. 
Ippolito Desidcri. Desideri was made particularly welcome because 
of his great scholarship and his willingness to study under Tibetan 
teaehers. The regent who was ruling at that time gave Pesidcri 
every freedom, but said that if he was going to teach he would 
first have to prove the superiority of his teachings. 7’l»is is always 
done in Tibet by public debate, so Dcsidcri set about preparing liim- 
self by a remarkable study of the Tibetan language and scriptures. 
At Sera Monastery he was given his own ])rivatc rooms and allowed 
to use one as a chapel for Christian worship. He was expected to 
conform to the rules of the monaster} and to attend and take part 
in the daily debates. lie prepared, in Tibetan, a lengtliv exposition 
of Christianity', which he presented to the Court; he also made 
several impoitant translations of Tibetan scriptures, which he passed 
on to the Capuchin monks \ ho eventually mo\'cd back into Idiasa. 
Ilis only real difficulty was willi the pillar of Gelukpa doctrine, the 
Tangyur, which includes the doctriiv of nonexistence and illusion. 
Desideri took this to be a denial of tl e existence of spiritual reality, 
which it is not. It is rather a denial of nonspirituai reality; wc 
believe that all things exist only through the Buddha. TIic Eiiddlia 
himself only took on the outward form of life as we know it in 
order to teach us. The Tlicg Man school believ e s differently— Biiddln 
was born as a human and lived and S’ ff'^red as a human. 

Wc Tibetans do not think like tiiis at all. '^Flic Buddha only 
took on the appearance of a human body, the appearance of suf- 
fering— for the Buddha is real, and the body and suffering arc unreal. 
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Through the Buddha we can know what reality is, not through 
the body. All Buddhists want to reach this true reality, to know 
what it is, and wc all believe that existence is not what it seems to 
be. There is no great difference there. But whereas other Buddhists 
like the Theg Man, in the south, believe that the sole concern of 
every individual should be for his own enlightenment, in Tibet we 
believe that wc should try to help each other. If one of us feels 
strongly that he must shut himself up and devote himself to his 
own liberation, then of course that is good and we respect and 
honor him. By his own effort, which is good, he will benefit the 
rest of us. But this is only for a few; for most of ns this would 
only be selfishness. 

Also, in Tibet, wc believe that wc each have an individual soul 
(Namshe), and that wc retain this until reaching Buddhahood. 
But what this state of enlightenment is, what the nature of reality 
is, cannot be taught or explained, it can only be experienced by 
each individual for himself. So for us religion is not a statement of 
truth but rather a way toward the truth that each of us must find 
for himself. None of this could have been easv for Desiden, who 
believed in a very specific stated truth and who believed that an 
act of faith was necessary to achieve liberation. 

There were other things that worried him and other Christian 
missionaries who have visited us, but such issues are mostly due to 
misunderstanding. Frequentl> thei mistake symbolic acts for real 
acts, or else they accept stones with symbolic significance at their 
face value and then attribute the miraculous powers of those con- 
cerned to the direct intervention of some evil force. They would 
have us believe that Tibet is full of miracles, populated by monks 
who live for hundreds of years, and by magicians who can change 
their form at will and transport their bodies instantly from one part 
of the country to the other. Wc believe that such things may be 
possible, though rare, and that when they do occur there is good 
reason for them to occur. 

If Desideri had been able to stay longer and had been able to 
continue his debates with the monks of Lhasa, he himself would 
have understood our teachings better, and his own in turn would 
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also have become better understood, and there might quite well 
have been a Christian church in Lhasa toda\, just as there is a 
mosque. As it is, when the Capuchins returned there w.'is some 
feeling of rivalry between the two orders, and despite his protests 
Desidcri was recalled by the X'^atican. Ilie Cajmehins, who did not 
have the other’s deep scholarly interest and who were more easily 
disturbed by their living and working conditions left not long after. 

The reports arc not clear, but it seems that sonic early Christian 
missionaries became pawns in a struggle for power that was begin- 
ning to develop between the two high Rinpochc ot the Gclukpa sect, 
the Gyalwa Rinpochc and the Panchen Rinpoc hc. This rivaliv was 
quickly exploited by the Chinese and has been used bv them to 
this day to try to split our country Yet the office of Panchen 
Riiijioche was brought into being In one of tiie G^’nlwa Rinpochc 
and owes everything, iiicludiug its wealth, to him But again for- 
eigners have failed to understand what to us is so clear, and their 
attempts to create a political risahy have tailed because the Panchen 
Rinpochc was ne\cr accoided any p(>litical aiithorit\, and as a spir- 
itual authority is one of nianv, all equally under the leadership of 
the G^'alwa Rinpvichc. 

'Flic office came into being because the fifth Clvalwa Rinpochc 
wished to show his gratitude to his teacher, Losang Chogyan, a 
highly influential and \ener.ited iiH arnalion ot ( )pagine. It was 
claimed that the great teacher wa^ in fact a rcincarnatiou ot Kha- 
dnib, Isong Khapa’s discip’ . fnrthei enhancing lus prestige; and 
the fifth Gyalwa Rinpoche ga\c him land and farina near Sliigatse, 
where the monastery of I’ashi Lunpo was founded. That is whv the 
Panchen Rinpochc is sometimes kn >wn, mosth in the W^cstern 
world, as the Tashi Lam i. Losang Cduigxan, with all these addi 
tional honors, survived Ngawong G)atso and was tutor to his suc- 
cessor. It was he who was so hospitable to the Christians coming in 
from Bhutan, hoping to cstablisli a church Shigatsc. 1 here was 
certainly no thought of power on his pait, or lie would have lis- 
tened to those wlio argued that these t igners had come to under- 
mine the Buddhist religion. As it was, he gave them every help he 
could, even appointing a representative to look after all their needs. 
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It was the Chinese, fearful of the very real power of the 
Gyalwa Rinpoche, who tried to divide the power. They invited the 
sixth Panchen Rinpoche to Peking, according him the full honors 
they would normally have reserved for the Gyalwa Rinpoche. The 
Panclicn Rinpoche delayed acceptance for a long time, giving as 
reason his fear of smallpox, associated throughout Tibet with China. 
Eventually he accepted and proceeded to Peking with a vast retinue, 
being received at every stage by representatives of the Imperial 
Court. In Peking riches as well as honors were showered upon the 
Panchen, but it was all to no end for before he could return to 
Tibet he was struek down by the disease he dreaded and died. 

Unexpectedly this led to an invasion of Tibet from a totally 
different quarter, Nepal. Tlie Panchen Rinpoche's brother, Dza 
J\farpa, had hoped to inherit some of the immense riches lavished 
on the incarnation at Peking. Disappointed, he intrigued with the 
Nepalese who sent a Gurkha army into Tibet in 1768 to take 
control of Shigatsc. D/a IMarpa, however, failed to keep his side of 
the bargain and three \ears later the Gurkha army returned to 
claim what they considered their due. Tlicv met with little icsist- 
aiicc until the Chinese, hearing of the iinasion, sent troops of their 
own and finally helped the 1’ibctans dri\c out the Nepalese. The 
Chinese were now iii a position to exert more direct political control 
over Tibet. They had alread} established two representatives at 
Lhasa, and these Ariihcims, as they were called, were now given 
political authority, backed b\ the force of the Chinese army, and 
were charged with the supervision of the selection of each succeeding 
incarnation of the Gyalwa Rinpoche. The Chinese suggested that 
the final choice should be made b\ drawing lots from a golden urn 
which they presented to Tibet. This gave them a chance to select 
an incarnation of their own choice, yet the system may not have 
worked as well as thc\ liad hoped for every Gyalwa Rinpoche fol- 
lowing the seventh, until the one before the present, the thirteenth, 
died (many say of poisoning) before achieving full manhood, leaving 
the power continuously in the hands of the Chinese-appointed re- 
gents. It was also at this time that the Chinese Ambams in Lhasa 
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closed Tibet to the outer world, refusing to allow Tibetans to have 
any communication with foreigners except llircuigli their office. 'Ihc 
influence of the Chinese was finalh broken by the tliiitceiith 
Cyalwa Rinpoche, though during his reign and more rcccutlv during 
the present Rinpoche’s reign the Chinese lia\c clone wliat {hey 
could to subvert the Cyalwa Rinpoches aiithorit\' In siip]:)orting tlic 
Panchen Rinpoche, trying to make him into a Chinese puppet. The 
Tibetan people, however all know an ancient storv tl'.at tells how 
they may expect a certain snake to come between the tno incar- 
nations. 

Somewhere to the south there was a king with two wivcji each 
with a renal son. T^lic brothers were \er\ fond of each otlie;, always 
placing happily togcthei, but between the wives thc're w.’s nuieli 
jealousy. The people all wanted the son of the first wife to be king. 
The second wife went up onto the roof of Ihe palace, and she 
asked to the south, to the east, to tlie north and to the west, but 
everywhere the answer was the same— that the oldest son would be- 
come king over all. 

The second wife then pretended to fall ill. llei physician could 
not cure her, and finalh she said she could onh bt cured if she was 
given the heart of her stcjnon to eat. dhe Mug, to save his wife, 
sent his oldest sou to the Initeher, but the butcher told the boy to 
hide, killing a dog and sendine the dog's iiiuit to the palace. Tlic 
young queen ate it and see led to get better. But the two brothers 
were so drawn together that the older bov came back to plas, and 
was seen. Once again tlie second ' 'ife fell ill and demanded the 
death of the oldest bos. Tlie j^coj^^c then told ihe twn children 
to escape and helped them run awa\ into tiie mountains. Up in 
the mountains there w^as no food, and the younger boy fin.illy col- 
lapsed with exhaustion. Dondrup, the oklci, told him to lest while 
he went in search of food and w^atcr. He relied for a long time 
but found none, and when he got b^c^ his young brother was dead. 

Dondrup buried his brother undei a pile of stones under the 
shade of a fruit tree, and from highei up he dug a little channel 
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leading down to the stones above his brother's head so that when 
it rained his brother would be able to drink and eat of the fruit of 
the tree and come back to life. 

The oldest son of the king continued on his way until, nearly 
dying himself, he heard the sounds of people talking and chanting. 
It was a monk instructing his followers. The monk asked Dondrup 
whether he was a devil or a human and where he was from. But 
the boy just said he was a beggar who had lost his way and was 
hungry. He said nothing about being from a kingdom on the other 
side of the mountains. Tlie monk gave him shelter and fed him 
and began to instruct him, but when he discovered that the boy 
was born in the Dragon Year he warned Dondrup never to mention 
this to anyone else. Dondrup began to wander down to villages 
nearby, however, finding food for his teacher. Sometimes he played 
with the village boys, and once after a successful bout of wrestling 
he shouted boastfully *'You can never beat me, I am a Dragon Year 
boy and am as invincible as the Dragon." He proudly told the 
monk of his success, but the old man was dismayed. He said that 
Dondrup would have to lca\c and go into hiding because every 
year there was a custom in which a Diagon Year boy had to be 
thrown into a local lake to propitiate tl)c demons and ensure a 
fruitful harvest. If the sacrifice was not made, there were always 
disasters, sickness would strike the people and hailstorms destroy the 
fields. 

It was too late, however, llic children Donduip had defeated 
told their parents, and the king sent out to sei/c the Dragon Year 
boy and prepare him for the sacrifice. 7Tic monk and the boy had 
already run into hiding and were living in a cave, so wlien the 
people came to take the boy the monk hid him in the straw they 
used for bedding, covering it up with pots. He refused to say where 
the boy was, and the people began to beat him. Hearing the old 
man's cries the young boy came out from the straw and begged 
them to stop beating the monk, his teacher, saying that he was 
willing to be sacrificed. 

Dondrup was then prepared for the sacrifice, treated like royalty, 
living in the royal household. During this time he met the king's 
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daughter, and they grew so fond of each other that the king relented 
and told his ministers to find another boy. But they refused and 
said that once the choice is made it cannot be changed. When 
the day came, the boy was taken to the lake and thrown in. He 
sank down and down and eventually arrived at the palace of the 
Nagas, the water spirits. When the Nagas saw the boy they were 
all very happy, for he reached them alive and well. T^ey begged 
him to stay, promising to send good harvests, better than ever, be- 
cause every year the boys usually arrived dead, even bleeding and 
making all tlie water dirty. Dondrup must be something very special, 
the} said, to come to them alive. 

Dondinp lived with the Nagas for some jnonths in their under- 
water palace, but then he said he had to return to the surface to see 
his old teacher again, lie explained how the monk had tried to pro- 
tect him and had been beaten, so the Nagas gave him many presents 
and allowed him to leave. Dondrup went straight to his teacher, who 
at once recognized he must be a Changchub Sempa, come to help 
mankind. Tliat }car the harvest was better than ever, and there was 
no sickness oi death in any village throughout the land. Tlie king 
called the monk to come to a celebration, and sent a horse for him. 
"File horse was too spirited, however, so the monk told the boy to put 
a mask on his face and to come with him and lead the horse. When 
they arrived he explained to the king that the boy's face had been 
badl) burned and had to be kept covered to avoid infection. He went 
on to tell the king, and his daughter who sat beside him, of his medi- 
tations in the mountains and of all he had learned. While he talked, 
howc\cr. a great wind blew up and tore away the mask from the 
boy's face. At once the girl, then the king, and then all the people 
recognized the Dragon Year boy, and realized that he must be a 
Changchub Sempa. The boy told them all about the Nagas in the 
lake, and said that from that year onward they must stop making 
human sacrifices to the lake if they were to expect the Nagas to con- 
tinue giving them good harvests. So from that day on human sacri- 
fice came to an end. 

Dondrup then told the monk, his teacher, the story of his 
younger brother and together they went to search for the place where 
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the boy lay buried under a pile of stones beneath a shady fruit tree. 
After much searching they found it, but under the pile of stones there 
was no sign of the boy, not a hair of his head nor a bone from his 
body. 

Each year Dondrup came back to visit the spot, and one year, 
while calling his brother's name, he heard a sound, and there stood 
his younger brother, the boy whose mother had wanted him to be 
king, with his body covered by long hair likv" an animal, making 
sounds like an animal. Dondrup and the monk took the boy and 
began to lead him back to the palace, but on the way they came 
across nine deadly snakes coiled up in the middle of the path. The 
old priest insisted that he go first, to test the way, for if the boys went 
they would surely get bitten. He would go first, praying, so that either 
the snakes would leave or else they would bite him and then go 
away. He stepped carefully and then jumped, but he stumbled and, 
falling, bruised two of the snakes with his feet. Dondrup leaped 
in among the snakes to save his teacher from falling farther, and in 
so doing he saved the snakes from being crushed. Seven snakes fled 
into a cave; the two that were bruised praised the boy, but nonethe- 
less made a curse that whenever the monk and his ward, the young 
Changchiib Sempa should tr\ to join each other, to work together, 
there would be trouble between them, separating them by quarrel. 

Wc believe that the monk was the incarnation of Opagme, who 
is also incarnated in the Panchen Rinpochc, and that the boy was the 
incarnation of Chenresig, who is also incarnated in the Gyalwa Rin- 
poche; that is why there is so much trouble between the two Rin- 
pochc. When foreigners see any disagreement between the two high 
lamas they see it as a struggle for power, and they try to twist this 
for their own ends. Wc sec it differently. We respect both the Pan- 
chen and the Gyalwa Rinpoche, and if there is any disagreement wc 
think of the stor)^ and remember that it arises from their care for 
each other. 

It would have been good, perhaps, if there had been more for- 
eigners in Tibet, instead of the few individuals who came to teach 
or to trade and the few powers who came to use us for their own 
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ends. If there had been more they might have understood us better, 
and we might have understood ourselves better. Now it is too late. 
The very religion that gave us our our strength sapped our military 
strength, and that is perhaps one reason why the Chinese paid so 
mueh homage to our priests. It was partly out of fear for their 
power, or rather for the power of religion over the people, and partly 
beeause they knew that Buddhism, teaehing us not to kill, leaves no 
room for warfare. Yet we would not have it otherwise; we still believe 
that religion is a stronger power than any power of man and that 
in the end it will win. 

It is strange that some of the most bitter critics of Tibet have 
been Buddhists from other lands, from China. Japan, and from the 
south. Yet the Christian missionary Dcsideri, who believed so strongly 
that many of our religious achievements were due to the darl- forces 
of evil, could nonetheless write: “Tlic Tibetans love the Dalai l,ama 
because he has, an infinite number of times, become a man, and 
taken upon himself the hardships and misery which afflict fragile, 
decrepit, and mortal humanity.” The same man, writing in 1714, 
described the Tibetans as “not at all arrogant, rather submissive, 
kindly, cheerful and courteous under religious rule.” 

That, in itself, is perhaps a good argument for the Tibetan be- 
liefs concerning the nature of reality, for how could this description 
apply to the same people described by Dcsidcri’s fellow Christians 
in the same country as “uncivilized and rude,” and with “no shadow 
of religious sense”? Perhaps v.’C learn, from the few foreigners who 
have visited Tibet, less about Tibet than about tliemselves. 




CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


A Riddle of Love 



In my Palace, the place of Heaven on Earth, 
They call me Rmgdzen Tsanyang Gyatso, 
Chenresig Reincarnate. 

But, below my Palace, 

In the little town of Sho, 

They call me Chebo Tangsan Wongbo, 
the Profligate, 

For my loves are many. 

— TsHANGDBYANCS ■ilCYAMTSO, 

sixth Gyalwa Rinpoche 




T 

XiiFRE arc certain bouses in Lhasa, as 
elsewhere in the world, frequented by ladies and their lovers. Among 
these you can see many that are washed with yellow. Inside, as in the 
others, Tibetan girls serve steaming chang to their visitors, and the 
men make love to the girls. But the yellow-washed houses are special 
because long ago they were the houses most favored by the sixth 
Gyalwa Rinpochc, whom we call ‘‘Merry One.'' Tlicrc is also, in 
Lhasa, the Khrungser Khang, or House of Birth. Here, it is said, there 
used to be great dances for the sixth Gyalwa Rinpochc. And just 
behind the Potala, on the other side from the little hamlet of Sho, set 
like a precious stone in the lake, is the Lii Kliang, with its own beauty 
matching the beauty of tlie lake around it and the Potala towering 
abo\'C. 'Phis “House of the Serpent’' was a favorite retreat of the same 
Tsangyang Gsatso, where he could meet his lo\'es without desecrating 
the holy ])rceincts of the Potala. 

lliis may seem stnnigc bchas^ior for the highest of all incarna- 
tions, and man^ ha\e desciibed 'Fsangyang G\atso as debauched and 
dissolute, utterly unfitted for his high office, and an example of laxity' 
in performing all tlie neecssaiy rituals and making all the necessary 
tests in the selection of the Gsalwa Rinpochc. Tlie Chinese them- 
selves tried to make tliis an excuse for replacing him with an “incarna- 
tion” of their own choice. But the Tibetans would have none of it 
and despite all the stories about him, have continued to revere him 
to this day. If anything the stories only serve to make him all the more 
popular and beloved for it seems to us that to be born great and good 
makes great and good living and dying too easy. To be born other- 
wise, to grow as an ordinary man, with all the desires, the loves and 
the hates, of ordinary man, then to become great and good, that is 
an achievement dcsersing of respect. It is also a lesson from which 
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we can learn, for what can we learn from a man born otherwise 
than ourselves? 

Some say that the sixth Gyalwa Rinpoche was dissolute because 
unlike most incarnations he was not discovered until he was already 
a well'grown boy. Even those of us who do not think of him as disso- 
lute agree that the circumstances of his discovery were responsible 
for the strange shape his life took. Most of us who are chosen as 
incarnations arc chosen when we arc only a yea. or two old. Although 
we may not be taken away from our parents at that time, we are 
immediately put under the most careful supervision, and as soon as 
the monastery authorities think we are old enough to leave our homes 
we are taken to the monastery and enter into a life of seclusion. 
So we really never ha^'c time to dc\’clop a taste for the pleasures of 
the world, pleasures that would distract us from our duties and 
make it difficult for us to keep all the vows w^e must take. 

It was different with the selection of the sixth Gyalwa Rinpoche 
because of the nature of the death of his predecessor, Ngawong 
Gyatso, the great fifth Gyalwa Rinpoche, rebuilder of the Potala. 
In fact the Potala was not yet finished when Ngawong Gyatso 
died. There arc stories even about him, perhaps resulting largely 
from his unorthodox interest in the Nyingniapa sect. There is quite 
a famous song telling how his rosary was tound at a house near Sera 
Monaster} and that there was no reason for it being there, unless it 
had been left there by the Gyalwa Rinpoche himself. In that same 
house was born a boy who was to become the Rinpoche's most trusted 
minister, Sanggye Gyatso. Many sas tliey were in fact father and son. 
Sanggye Gyatso took over more and more of the power as the Rin- 
poche increasingly withdrew from public life. I Ic directed the rebuild- 
ing of the Potala, and it was out of devotion to Ngawong Gyatso that 
he concealed the Rinpoche’s death. Had the death become known, 
it is almost certain that the wwk on the building would have been 
stopped, and Sanggye was determined to see it finished. From an in- 
scription carved into one of the stones in the Potala w^alls, however, 
we can see just when the death actually took place, in the early 1680's. 

Sanggye Gyatso continued to rule, allowing the people to believe 
that the Gyalwa Rinpoche was deep in meditation, in complete seclu- 
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sion. It was some nine years before news of the death leaked out, 
and so it was nine years before the task of searching for the new 
reincarnation was even begun. By the time it was complete, the new 
Gyalwa Rinpoche was already twelve or more years old. 

'Tlie minister, Sanggyc Gyatso, was a good man, and he had 
performed all the necessary funeral services for the dead Gyalwa 
Rinpoche. He did this publicly, at the time of the death, but by using 
very poetic language he managed to conceal just whom the service was 
for. To further allay suspicion he also composed a prayer tliat out- 
wardly praised the long life of the Gyalwa Rinpoche, but which had 
a double meaning and really begged for the speedy rebirth ot Chen- 
resig in the body of the next Gyalwa Rinpoche At each of the great 
monasteries he held services, and all the time he was looking to 
sec if anyone in the congregation might suspect who the cl«:ad 
person really was. At Drepimg he saw that one of the monks had 
concealed his head in his lobcs and was crying, 'fliis monk was 
Kunklivcn Ngagwang Tsondru, builder of Labrang Monastery. He 
heard the praters and understood their secret meaning, and he wept 
at the death of the Gyalwa Rinpoche while he prayed for his speedy 
rebirth and discovery. So the minister called him and told him the 
secret and wliy it had to remain a secret. But there was one other 
thing he had to do and that was to consult the oracle at Ncchung to 
sec about the rebirth. When he had done this he was filled w'ith fear 
that liis secret might leak out this ,vav, so he disguised himself as a 
beggar and rclurncd the next clay to Neenung, to the house where the 
oracle's mother lived. As he was begging for food, the old lady came 
to him and told him to be quiet, that .1 was no time for begging, the 
Gvalwa Rinpoche was dead. Then Sanggyc Cyats(; knew that the 
oracle, when freed of possession, had remembered all that had 
passed. Sangg\c Gyatso was so determined to kcc]j his secret that he 
had the oracle and his mother put to death. When the Chinese finally 
came to learn of the death of the Rinpoche, several years later, they 
had Sanggyc Gyalso himself put to death 

Tlic new Rinpoche was put under the care of the Panchen Rin- 
pochc, who acted as his tutor and did his best to teach the boy the 
discipline tc be expected of any monk let alone of the reincarnation 



284 TIBET 


of Chenresig. The boy was enthroned as the rightful Gyalwa Rin- 
poche, but a long period of training lay ahead before he would be 
fit and ready for ordination as a monk. This training must have 
seemed unnecessarily harsh to a boy unused to any such discipline 
and totally uninterested in an academic education. But we know that 
he worked hard and did in fact discipline himself to a very ascetic, 
simple life. In spite of his high position he refused to wear the rich 
clothes laid out for him for he was still unoidained and so could 
not wear the robes of a monk. lie wore simple clothes and went about 
on foot, spurning to use a horse and insisting that he should not be 
accompanied everywhere by a large number of officials headed by his 
chamberlain. As part of his training he had to give lectures, and when 
he went out to give these he gave them in the park, in public, arriving 
alone and on foot, dressed like the simplest of men in his audience. 
Even in the Potala, where he could have had all the luxuries of life, 
he chose simplicity. lie lived without servants. If he wanted tea he 
made it himself, and whoever came by was welcome to share it with 
him. Yet to almost everyone except Tibetans this sixth Gyalwa 
Rinpochc is held up to be an example of depravity simply because of 
his high office. All the things he is said to have clone are no more 
than any man might do and still i.ot be considered a wrongdoer. But 
we have to consider just what he did do. 

We know he used to leave the Potala at nighttime and go to 
Sho, and there he visited the little houses, latei painted yellow in his 
honor, where he drank chaiig and made lose to the girls. But al- 
though he \\as Gyalwa Rinpochc, he never took the vows of a monk 
and so was not actually bound to a life of ccli])acy except through the 
wishes of the Gelukpa officials. He led an austere enough life within 
the Potala, but even so there are those who say that his excesses out- 
side the Potala are sure indication that a mistake had been made in 
his selection and that he was not the true reincarnation. Others see 
no inconsistency, for regardless of what actually happened between 
Tsangyang Gyatso and his lovers, we arc very aware of his attitude 
toward them as expressed in his poetry which, apart from that of 
Milarcpa, is perhaps the most lyrical we have in Tibet. It shows a 
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profound religious emotion, by no means merely sensual. It also 
shows an awareness of something taught by all Buddhists— that if we 
look for goodness, we can find it anywhere and everywhere, that there 
is nothing in this world that cannot be turned to our advantage and 
made to help keep us to the Middle Path. 

For none of us, except the most brutal, is man's relationship with 
woman only one involving physical contact and pleasure. But few can 
have raised the relationship to such heights as Tsaiigyang Gyatso, the 
man of many loves as he was known in Sho. Ilis poetry tells more 
than anything how different was his feeling for women. It also tells 
of the struggle between Tsangyang the youth and Tsangyang the re- 
incarnation of Chenresig, as monastic discipline slowly attempts to 
obliterate the pleasures of the outside world. 

I went to my teacher, with devotion filled, 

To learn of the Lord Buddha. 

My teacher taught, hut what he said escaped; 

For my mind was full of compassion, 

Full of that Compassionate One who loves me. 

She has stolen my mind. 

Compassion is the quality above all others that the Buddhist 
must cultivate, and Ts«ingyang, unable to concentrate on his studies, 
turns a phrase so that his wandering mind is not led altogether astray, 
as it was evidently inclined: 

In meditation I think of my -eacher, 

I see his face come before me. 

But the face is that of my lover. 

For Tsangyang Gyatso, his love and his lo\'ers more and moie ap- 
pear as his teachers. 

My Compassionate One, be like the holy mountain, 

Rirab Lhunpo. 
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Stay still, and let the sun and moon encircle you, 

Day and night. 

Faithful, like the sun and moon. 

Shall I be to you. 

The cuckoo bird from the land of Mon 
Brings rain. 

It descends from the sky. 

It brings blessings to the earth; 

Life grows and blossoms. 

When the cuckoo bird comes from Mon, 

My lover and I join as One, 

In body, heart and mind. 

Even further removed from the libertine tliat has often been 
painted arc two more of his poems: 

To say farewell 
Is to be sad. 

Be not sad, my love. 

For after every parting 
Comes another meeting 

What you write with ink, in small black letters. 

Can all he lost 

Through the work of a single drop of water. 

But what is written in your mind, 

Is there for eternity 

To an} one who knows Tibet, there is something at work heie 
that is a great deal more than the mere love of a man for a woman, 
something that is much more consistent with the simplieity of life 
led by the Cyalwa Rinpoche in the Potala It seems most possible 
that the young Tsangyang was initiated into tantric practices which 
involve physical, rather than mental, sexual intercourse with women. 
There arc various degrees of this, all of which rest in the belief that 
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semen is possessed of a vital force that is both physical and spiritual 
By correct expenditure of the physical, the spiritual force can 1)c re- 
leased for the further elevation of the adept. ITie correct practice 
may involve the withholding of the semen just as it is about to be 
ejected, or else it may be ejected and then drawn back again, a prac- 
tice that can only be achieved after many years of physical training. 
In the latter case, according to some teachings, the male sperm may 
draw back with it the female ova, further enriching the practitioner, 
though at the expense of the female who is carefully chosen and who, 
in turn, may draw into herself something of the male element and 
transform it likewise into spiritual, rather than physical, energy. 

This energy is drawn upward, as if along the spinal column, until 
it reaches a point at the base of the neck; when it reaches this point 
the practitioner enters a state of higher awareness. Hie sexual act 
performed normally may give a slight notion of the nature of this 
higher consciousness, but more than that it cannot 'do since the 
energy, instead of being trapped and put to use, is expended and 
lost to physical ends— creating a pln'sical body instead of spiritual 
consciousness. 

'Fhosc who object that this is a meie rationalization designed to 
excuse the grossest misbehavior ignore two facts. First, ritual sexual 
intercourse is performed considerably fewer times than marital inter- 
course might, without being considered excessive, be piactired by any 
laym.in. Not only is there long and special training before the rite 
can take place, but even then it can onh be performed after the 
severest and most arduous preparations, the discomfort of which 
could hardly be justified by a few moiacnts of purelv physical grati- 
fication. 

More important still is the fact that anyone, even before entering 
on such a course of instruction, must already have achieved a high 
level of discipline and must be prepared for a great deal more, lliere 
is no doubt that the young Tsang)^ang had all the physical urges of 
any youth when he entered monastic lif^. We can also be sure that 
his instructors, headed by his tutor, the Paiichen Rinpochc, will have 
done everything in their power to lead him away from purely physical 
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pleasures, and for this reason it is even more likely that he may have 
been initiated into tantric practices that would divert his physical 
desires into spiritual channels. 

I can remember very well what it was like for me, as a boy of 
nine, when I was accepted as a junior monk and allowed to put on, 
for the first time, the simple red robes of the order. I was so full of 
happiness at my good fortune that I did not think for a while of what 
lay ahead of me. The next step lay several years ahead, when 1 would 
take my first examinations and so become qualified to enter the main 
assembly hall at Kumbum. To begin with, life seemed not too dif- 
ferent except that I had to get up even earlier in the mornings. Before 
four o'clock I was awakened and my previous day’s lessons, which I 
had had to memorize, were heard. I would then be taught another 
before being allowed any breakfast Tlie actual lessons did not occupy 
much more time than before, but they were much harder and I found 
myself working for longer and longer hours, having less time to play 
with my friends. Often f would work on through the evening until 
midnight. Only in the afternoons, for two or three hours, could I 
sometimes get away to play. Once, for two months, I was taken away 
to a remote little hermitage so that I could get better training in a 
special form of dialectics studied and taught there. The trip was 
made in winter so that I should feel less inclined to run away from 
my lessons, which seemed far above my head. 

In the end, although 1 was not a model student, I found life more 
agreeable if I worked hard. When I did not work my lessons seemed 
twice as hard, and the public sermons and debates that I had to 
attend daily bored me to the point where I could hardly stay awake. 
I wanted to graduate so that I could become a full member of the 
assembly, and rather than protract my training I worked all the harder 
so that I could take my examinations the sooner. When I took the 
entrance examinations I was fourteen years old. I had studied many 
branches of Buddhist doctrine and had memorized some two thou 
sand pages of the scriptures. The examination was conducted in the 
abbot's private quarters. He had a number of texts spread around 
him, and from these he selected passages quite at random, reading 
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part of the text then asking me to finish it But my teachers had pre- 
pared me more than adequately, and not once did I even falter. Now, 
thirty years later, I marvel that as a young boy I could ever have had 
the patience or the ability to learn so much, but I had been brought 
up to it since I was a few years old. 

After my admission to the assembly there were several days of 
celebrations, then my new life began. The main difference was that 
my lessons were no longer held in my own monastery, with my own 
tutor. I was now a member of a class in higher studies, entered in the 
College of Logic. The work was harder, but it was also more inter- 
esting as we could attend any of the debates and discuss the subject 
with any of the other monks. And when we had to debate in the 
assembly it was in front of four thousand others, all more advanced 
than ourselves and ready to shout us down with their laughter if we 
did not do well. At the end of such a debate we would be told, in 
front of all the others, how well wc had done, or how badly, and 
given advice for our further studies. 

Up to the fifth class, debates arc only held between individuals 
of the same class. Tliey are chosen in pairs and given a subject to 
study on which they will be expected to debate. But for the fifth class 
examinations each individual has to come out by himself and face all 
the others, from the fifth class down to the first, any of whom can 
ask him any question on any subject that pleases him. Each person 
can take twenty or thirty minutes to question him, and the examina- 
tion for each person may last iwc or six days. I was about eighteen 
years old when I took my fifth class examinations and moved from 
the Tsoglang grade into that of Tarrn ^la. At this point, tar from 
becoming any easier, life only became Larder. 

It is not difficult for me to imagine how hard it must have been 
for twelve-yea r-old Tsangyang to give up all the freedom he had 
known and enter such a disciplined life, for far more would have been 
expected of him than is expected of a lesser reincarnation. It would 
be surprising if he had not been hard to restrain, but it would 
be equally surprising if he were not profoundly affected by his new 
position and by the teaching he would have begun receiving from 
the moment of his installation. We feel that there is no point in 
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our questioning the situation; it is better to take it however we find 
it and see what we can learn from it. If, as some claim, a mistake was 
made in the selection of Tsangyang, there is no less to learn from his 
life, which teaches us how to find much more in the relationship 
between a man and his wife, or lover, than mere sexual gratification. 
If, on the other hand, he really was the true reincarnation of Chen- 
resig, then we can not only learn the same lessons, but we can renew 
our faith that all around us there are Changchub Sempa, apparently 
no different from ourselves, with all our weaknesses, come to test 
and teach us. We should be prepared to learn wherever we look; to 
criticize is idle and wasteful. 

The death of Tsangyang Gyatso is the subject of almost as many 
stories as his life. Some say that apart from his many lovers he had a 
special lover who remained with him throughout and by whom he had 
a boy child. According to those who tell this story, the high monks 
were afraid that if the boy were allowed to live it would turn the 
office of Gyalwa Rinpoche into a hereditary office, and to this they 
were opposed. Accordingly they imprisoned the woman and her 
child and drove the still young Tsangyang Gyatso into exile, where, 
in inner Mongolia, he became a goatherd and quietly lived out the 
rest of his life in the mountain wilderness. Considering the trouble 
that the succession to the office has often caused, some claim that 
it would have been a good thing if a hereditary system had been 
established. 

More frequent accounts say that the Chinese saw in Tsangyang's 
unorthodox activities an excuse for intervention. They stirred up 
rumors that his discovery had been either a mistake or a fraud and 
that the real reincarnation in succession to the fifth Gyalwa Rinpoche 
had not yet been found. A powerful Mongolian general, Lhazang, 
resident in Lhasa, saw that it was in his own interests to support 
the Chinese and persuaded them to invite Tsangyang to Peking so 
that he could be conveniently murdered while on the way. It seems 
that there really was a plot to murder him when his party arrived at 
a lake known as Gunga Nor. 

Before leaving Lhasa, the Gyalwa Rinpoche made a strange 
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pronouncement, which people later took to be a prediction of his 
rebirth. He sav/ a white crane flying eastward over the city. He sang: 

White bird in the sky. 

Lend me but one great wing 
That I too may fly eastward; 

Soon I shall return, from hitang. 

And give you back your wing. 

When he left Lhasa, it was with a large retinue of Tibetans and 
an i<^cort of Mongolians. When he arrived at Gunga Nor, on the 
northern plateau, the Tibetans came to him and told him that they 
knew him to be the true reincarnation of Chenresig, but if he insisted 
on going on to Peking it could only bring death to them and disaster 
to Tibet. They begged him either to die there at Gunga Nor or to 
save them by some other feat. 

Tliat evening, with Tsangyang was in his tent, an old man 
appeared at the opening and came in. Tsangyang Gyatso asked him 
who he was, and the old man replied, '‘Sengge,’' meaning ''lion.” The 
Gyalwa Rinpoche then asked the name of the lake nearby, and was 
told, "Gunga Nor.” Tsangyang Rinpoche thought for a moment, then 
said: " 'Sengge' means lion, a beast that stands for power; 'Gunga' 
means happiness. It is a sign that it is right for me to depart from 
here so that my people can be happy.” Saying this he left, and 
though there are stories that he reappeared from time to time, he 
never reclaimed his throne as Gyalwa Rinpoche. 

At the following New Year's festival in Lhasa the regent saw a 
beggar in the streets and suddenly bowed to him as he should bow 
only to the Gyalwa Rinpoche. Everyone noticed and cried out that 
the beggar must be that person and tried to hold him back; but he 
disappeared. Then a beggar appeared among others before the state 
oracle at Nechung, and the oracle turned and bowed to him, and 
once again the beggar disappeared. Tliis time he reappeared again in 
eastern Tibet, in the land of Kham. There he met a Kham beggar, 
and together they traveled to India and made pilgrimage to all the 
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holy shrines. When they returned to Kham the beggar from Lhasa 
demanded of the other a keepsake and was given a knife. With this 
he traveled far to the north, to Alekcha, in Mongolia. There he was 
given work by a wealthy lady, looking after her sheep. Once she 
complained that he was not doing his work properly and that a wolf 
had been killing her sheep. The next day the beggar, armed only 
with his small knife, went out into the hills and brought back the 
wolf alive, saying to the lady, "'Here is the wolf you say killed your 
sheep; now, if you wish, you can punish him yourself."' The lady 
then recognized that this beggar must be someone special, but she 
said nothing and allowed him to continue tending her sheep until he 
died. 

When the Gyalwa Rinpoche disappeared from Gunga Nor, word 
was given out that he was dead, and immediately the Chinese, to 
gether with Lhazang, brought in a new Rinpoche, of their choice, 
who they said was a tine reincarnation of tlic fifth, that tlu* sixth 
had proven himself false by his dissolute life. Ihe Tibetans believed 
otherwise, for they had seen Tsangvang s life differently and believed 
him to be true. Moreover, they began to hear talcs of a young boy 
born in eastern Tibet, at Litang, who showed c\'crv sign of being a 
reincarnation. 

Unwillingly Lhazang sent monks to look into the histor\ of the 
boy, and on finding that he did indeed bear all the signs expected of a 
new Gyalwa Rinpoche, Llia/ang had lum confined to Knmbiim 
Monastery and ordered everyone to accept the person whom he 
claimed to be the true sixth Gyalwa Rinpoche. 'Ihe people would not 
accept the trick and appealed to a relative of Lobsang, another power 
ful Mongolian chief, to come to their aid. Much fighting ensued, 
and finally Lhazang was defeated and killed. The Chinese, seeing the 
way things were going, promptly seized the boy incarnation at Kuni' 
bum and with a large army escorted him to Lhasa, telling the people 
that they could have the Rinpoche of their choice, as the new seventh, 
provided only that the Tibetan people contribute to the maintenance 
and manning of the army, deemed necessary at this point to “libciatc’" 
Tibet from the Mongolians, who by then had made a bad name for 
themselves by continuous looting and vandalism. 
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These troublesome times arc all described by Fr. Desidcri, who 
was in Lhasa at the time. He escaped detection by remaining in 
his chambers at Sera Monastery, then a little later he fled to a monas- 
tery in the south but was commanded by the Chinese to join the 
Tibetan army, bringing with him a horse, baggage mule, and two 
armed servants, under pain of death for disobcyal. It was only 
through intercession by the local officials on Dcsideri’s behalf that 
the order was rescinded. It was shortly after this that the Vatican re 
called him to Rome. It is evident from his account, written at the 
time, that he believed the stories of the dissolute Gyalw'a Rinpoche, 
and he could not understand how the Tibetan people, whom he re 
spected as a religious people, could continue to respect such a leader. 
It may well be that the Chinese w'crc cciually sincere in their wish to 
see a fit person in office, but it is also quite plain how quick they Here 
to turn the situation to their advantage. 'ITieii mistake, however, arose 
perhaps out of their basic disbelief in the whole systerti. In allowing 
the Tibetan claim for the installation of the young seventh Cyalwa 
Rinpoche, the Chinese may have felt that really it did not matter 
much who was put in office, so long as the Chinese Anibams re 
laincd political control. In this they were wrong, for we believe the 
scvciith Cyalwa Rinpoche to have been a true rcineai nation of 
Chenres'g, just as we believe the sixth to have been. And if the 
sixth had caused any 'ribetans to lost f.iith in their leader, the 
seventh brought them back to belief, muting them even more firmly 
than before against foreign imcrf'‘iencc. One of the holiest of all our 
Cyalwa Rinpoche, he took pains to honor the memoiy of his predc- 
cassor. If non-Tibetans choose to critit /,e the sixth Cvalwa Rinpoche, 
then tlicv not only fail to understand us and oui religious belief, 
but they fail to understand Tsangyang C^atso’s most funtlaniental 
teaching, namely that life itself, in whatever form it appears to ns, is 
one of our greatest teachers. 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


The Discipline of Religion 



May aU beings he strengthened with 
Happiness, 

And the Source of Happiness; 

May all beings be delivered from Suffering, 
And the Source of Suffering; 

May all sentient being/s be freed from 
lust and hatred, 

And be united with the thought of 
equality. 

—FROM Tshadmed Bshi 
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than the sixth and the seventh Gyalwa Rinpoche (1683-1706 and 
1708-1758), but to us they are in essence the same, for both are the 
embodiment of Chenresig. The sixth came in the guise of a lover of 
life; the sev enth came, and lived, as a saint. 

Kalsang Gvatso was born in Litang, not far from mv own home, 
in eastern Tibet. He was born in 1708, at exactly the right tin^e and 
in the place prophesied by Tsangyang Gyatso before he left Lhasa. 
His birth was accompanied by all the right omens, and very quickly 
he began to draw attention to himself by his actions and his words. 
He claimed to remember his previous incarnations and his fame 
spread to the authorities at Lhasa, who were looking for the successor 
to Tsangyang Gyatso. ’^Fhc military commander, Lhazang, supported 
by the Chinese, was busy furthering the choice of another candidate, 
and did not welcome the news from Litang. A number of influential 
people in Amdo saw that the safety of young Kalsang was threatened 
so he was sent to Kumbum Monastery for safety. There his religious 
education began in earnest, ai.J by the time he was eventually recog- 
nized and brought for his enthronement to Lhasa, when he was nine 
jears old, he was well within the disc* dine. 

From the outset Kalsang showed u disinclination to make use of 
any of the power that had come to him so easily and surely. Despite 
the fact that he even had the Chinese behind him, as well as the 
Tibetans, his interests were religions rather than secular. Even when 
he was old enough for the regency to tome t(' an end, he left most 
secular matters to others, particularly 'o the Panchen Rinpoche. 
The more than Kalsang Gyatso rctreatcu into religious life, the more 
the work of secular government and political control was taken over 
by the Panchen Rinpoche and the two Chinese Ambams stationed in 
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Lhasa. The pattern was set for the Chinese to try to follow down 
to the present day. But they, and other non-Tibetans, have always 
made the mistake of assuming that the two great religious leaders 
of our country must necessarily rival each other for political power. 
On the contrary, none of the Panchen Rinpoche, not even those 
brought to China and held there under Chinese influence, have ever 
sought to take away from the power and reverence accorded by the 
Tibetans to the Gyalwa Rinpoche above all. Nor is it as others say, 
that the Gyalwa Rinpoche is the secular head of the country while 
the Panchen Rinpoche is the spiritual head. Some say this is because 
Opagme, the Buddha of Infinite Light, is the traditional teacher of 
Chenresig, thus subordinating the Gyalwa to the Panchen as disciple 
to master. We sec it rather as a reciprocal relationship between the 
two. If the Panchen Rinpoche has more often been tutor to the 
Gyalwa Rinpoche, in Lhasa, it is because of the chance that has 
more often determined their relative ages that way. The thirteenth 
Gyalwa Rinpoche, however, acted as tutor to the young Panchen 
Rinpoche, for their relative age was then reversed. For the Tibetan 
there has never been any doubt that the Gyalwa Rinpoche is our 
leader, secular and spiritual. Even a king must have a tutor, but that 
does not raise the tutor above the king. Both Gyalwa and Panchen 
Rinpoche are reincarnated for our benefit, as are all our reincarna- 
tions. Each has his own role, his own task. 

Kalsang Gyatso, howevci, relinquished political control because 
he saw that at that time Tibet stood in particular need of spiritual 
help. The accusations leveled at the sixth Gyalwa Rinpoche and 
the subsequent dissension over succession, while causing no serious 
breach among the Tibetan people, nonetheless came as a threat to 
the authoiit}' of the Buddhist Church. This was the real threat, 
not so much the presence of foreign troops, Mongolian or Chinese. 
Kalsang Gyatso sought to restore that authority, not by physical force 
or political maneuver, but rather religious devotion. He led the most 
austere life and traveled widely, in simple clothes, on foot, teaching. 
He traveled without the attendants normally thought fitting to his 
station, and he stayed and taught wherever he felt moved to do so. 
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Many people came to his religious lectures, especially those given 
from the mud throne in the park now known after him as Kalsang 
Park, in Lhasa. He also wrote many learned books, but more and more 
he retired to a life of solitary religious contemplation. 

For all of us, good deeds done in this life will be of benefit to us 
in the next life. The more advanced we arc along the path, the more 
our good deeds will benefit others. A Changchub Sempa’s good 
deeds are entirely for the benefit of others since he himself has already 
achieved enlightenment. The life of renunciation led by the seventh 
Gyalwa Rinpoche was led directly for the benefit of his people and 
country, and all the hardships and sufferings he endured were for 
us, not for himself. Far from abandoning his country Kalsang 
Gyatso was working for it in the most direct and effective way 
possible. And like him we arc all encouraged to enter a life of con- 
templation sooner or later. 

Those who are not monks usually live out their ordinary active 
life first, raising their families and establishing them. They ma\ then 
enter monasteries and retire from the world. Even those who enter 
monasteries as children may go through their entiie lives without 
retiring into seclusion. There is no compulsion, for the life of a recluse 
is difficult and dangerous and must only be attempted by those 
who are prepared and who desire nothing else. After becoming a 
monk, because of my position as an incarnation I was expected to go 
through the noimal academic Jiscipline, leading to a series of degrees. 
I was studying for my fifth-year (Namdrel) examination vhen my 
whole family moved to Lhasa, in af 'ordance with custom, to be 
close to the Gyalwa Rinpoche, m) younger brother. Tliis dis- 
tracted me very much fiom my studies, for my fanaly were close 
to my heart, and although I saw little of them at Kumbum, at 
least they were not far away and there was always the chance of a 
surprise visit. Far from being a mere day or two away, Lhasa was manj' 
months distant, and I felt a great longi ^e ♦'O join my family I suppose 
I should have felt an even greater longing to continue rny life as 
a monk and to fulfill my duties to Tagtser Labrang, my monastery, 
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but I did not. This too worried me, because I had no recollection of 
my previous incarnation and resented the fact that I had been given 
this doubt to live with. 

I managed to pass my examination and requested permission 
from the abbot of Kumbum to allow me to join my family in Lhasa 
and to continue my education there. He refused and did his best to 
show me where my duty lay. I was obstinate, however, and even 
threatened to go through China and by sea in India and back into 
Tibet from that direction if I w'cre not allowed to join a Lhasa-bound 
caravan heading westward. I had not only the abbot to contend with, 
but also my father, who as much as he wanted to have his whole 
family around him in Lhasa, also saw where my duty lay. Eventually 
I was given permission, and arrangements were made for assembling 
a caravan for myself and some twenty others. By the time we were 
on the road there were altogether some three hundred of us, our 
pack animals numbering between fifteen and twenty thousand. We 
remained together for safety for the four months it took us to reach 
Nagehukha, a few days' ride from Lhasa. From that moment on- 
ward, until my return to Kumbum five years later, I was no longer 
the same person but the brother of the Gyalw^a Rinpoche, and many 
things were made easy for me that would otherwise have been diffi- 
cult or impossible, “^riicre were also many new opportunities open 
to me in the way of appointments in couit or government circles, had 
I chosen to abandon the life of a monk. Had I wished to trade on my 
brother's position 1 could even have retired in material comfort; al- 
though I w^ould have lost all respect, people would have tolerated my 
behavior out of respect for the Cyalwa Rinpoche. 

Not once did it cross my mind. My weakness brought me to 
Lhasa, to be near a family that perhaps 1 loved too much, but beyond 
that I was not even tempted. In fact, in Lhasa I saw little to tempt 
me at all. My training over the past twelve years, since I was a mere 
seven years old, had not only given me the strength, determination 
and will to resist temptation, it had given me such a very real joy 
in the life I was chosen to follow that the temptation to go against 
it in any way barely existed for me. Tlie life of a monk is not one long 
struggle against oneself, a life of regret and wishful thinking, a partial 
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or stunted life. It is full and rich and brings an inner comfort that 
far exceeds any other kind of comfort I have known before or 
since. If temptation exists, it exists there, within the monastery walls 
and within the religious discipline— the temptation to be satisfied with 
the religious life as you find it, without striving all the time to get 
more from it. Our life, in a way, should be like that of the rich man 
who is never satisfied but always struggles for greater riches. The 
difference is that his struggles are rewarded by an ever higher degree 
of material comfort and sccurit}' and often by an ever higher degree 
of mental discomfort and worry. As monks, our efforts are accom- 
panied by steadily increasing material hardships and physical discom- 
fort, but by a steady and sure increase in the well-being of our mind 
and spirit that renders our physical being insignificant to the point 
where physical discomtort no longer exists, where we are within 
reach of our goal: Sanggyc Sa. Yet it ^ a goal tliat wc cannot desire 
in itself, for in itself it is the annihilation of desire, tile cessation of 
suffering, which comes through desire. Our minds then, are not so 
imu'h set upon tlic goal as upon the path. 

Upon iny arrival in Lhasa I spent my time with my family, 
though naturallv the amount of time the Gyalwa Rinpochc could 
spend with us was limited. I was taken around Lhasa just as any pil- 
grim would be, to pay my respects to the sacred places, and simply 
as a curious tourist. I moved in higher circles than I would ever have 
dreamed possible back in Amdo, but T actually saw little there that 
could claim much respect, still less envy. No man needs special re- 
spect for doing his duty, and nobles, who cannot help the accident 
of their birth that makes them noble, have duties like the rest of us. 
For the noble, however, it is easier to avoid duty, slipping into a life 
of wastefulness. Politics, in l.hasa, involve as much intrigue and 
subterfuge as elsewhere, for contrary to general belief our government 
is not made up entirelv of monks, but is half monk and half layman. 
For the layman to hold government office is to be noble, and among 
the sons of such nobles there is constant livalry for the limited num- 
ber of junior offices. For them it is harder to fulfill their obligations 
than for the simple monk. 

It was not many days before I began making arrangements, with 
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the help of my father, for my continued higher education. It was 
decided I should begin by applying for admission to Drepung, one 
of the ‘'great three” monasteries of Lhasa, about five miles from the 
city itself. The congregation of Drepung numbers about ten thousand 
monks, and it is divided, much like any university, into a series of 
residences and colleges and faculties. There were six abbots in Dre- 
pung, and when I arrived with my parents, others of my family and 
friends, they were assembled in a great tent to receive me and con- 
duct me to my quarters. Many monks were there too, in welcome, 
but there was none of the music that there would have been at Kum- 
bum, for the strict rules of Drepung forbid it. 

My quarters consisted of a small apartment on the top floor of 
one of the many residences, overlooking the rest of the monastic city. 
I was allocated a monk to be my guide, and another, a great scholar, 
to be my teacher. My first duty was to take the entrance examination 
into the sixth level, and although nervous about my ability I found 
much pleasure in once more being back in familiar surroundings, 
leading a familiar life. The study was much more rigorous than at 
Kumbum. The day started, as always, with morning prayers at four 
o’clock, but then the classes, with a little interruption for exercise, 
lasted well into the evening, etten to three hours before midnight, 
leavdng little time for the private study that had somehow to be done. 
It seems strange to me now that four hours’ sleep could have suf- 
ficed during those years, yet it did. The mental and physical exertion 
were well balanced with spiritual repose, beginning with the early 
morning prayers in the great assembly hall. It seemed that one’s 
strength came from these periods of prayer rather than from the 
brief period of sleep that preceded it. 

TTiere was much less learning of scriptures by heart from the 
sixth level onward; more time was devoted to analysis of the scriptures 
and to developing skill in argumentation, particularly in debate. One 
is expected to pass from one class up into the next each year. On 
reaching the twelfth level the student who wishes to go further and 
take the highest degrees, equivalent to the doctorate of a Western uni- 
versity, must review all that he has done and further develop his skill 
in debate for another seven years. A boy who enters monastic life 
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before he is ten, and is successful in his studies, may be about thirty 
years old by the time he completes his twelfth level, and so will be 
approaching forty by the time he is permitted to take his doctorate. 

The doctoral examination, the highest of all, can only be taken 
in Lhasa. There are two types of doctorate, Lharampa and Tso* 
grampa, taken in the first and second months of the year respectively. 
The doctoral degrees arc equivalent in that they cover exictly the 
same subjects, but those taking the Lharampa, in the fust month, 
face a much more difficult audience during the debate because of 
the thousands who flock to Lhasa during this month for the New 
Yeai festivities. Among those present will be the greatest seholars 
in Tibet, yet sometimes it is an unexpected question from someone 
relatively untrained that will eonfuse the applicant most. 7’hc judges 
evaluate the applicant’s success by the wa\ in which he hamPes 
questions; the extent of his knowledge, at this point, is not really in 
question so much as his abilit) to make use of it. Some questions 
contain hidden traps; some are designed to lead the applicant away 
from the main issue under consideration, others may contain only 
part of a remote quotation that means one thing bv itself, another 
in context. 

I sometimes attended these examinations and myself asked 
questions; many of us did so ]ust for the sport but sometimes also to 
help solve knotty problems that were bothering us Each applicant 
(and there might be a dozen or more) is examined for a whole day, 
from the morning right through to nearly midnight. Then in the 
fourth week the results are given, and the Gyalwa Rinpochc comes to 
the great central temple to congratiila ’ those who have passed. 

Beyond this there aic other colleges in I hasa and elsewhere 
where more specialized teachings are gnen, teachings in special 
schools of philosophy, teachings of the various tantras and other 
esoteric doctrines to which only those with the highest qualifications 
are admitted. Not all of these are Gelukpa b} any means, but once 
a Gelukpa monk has finished his forn.'^' education he is free to at- 
tend the specialized colleges as he wishes, even if they arc under the 
Nyingmapa sect. All that is asked of him is that he does not introduce 
any Nyingmapa rites into a Gelukpa monastery; what he practices on 
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his own is his own concern. Many are tempted toward the Nyingmapa 
teachings because whereas the Gclukpa teachings are designed to lead 
the monk slowly but surely toward enlightenment, there are shorter 
and more direct routes such as those taught by the Nyingmapa. Not 
everyone is fitted for the direct path, but many may benefit by the 
preliminary teachings and exercises, and 1 myself had many tantric 
teachers for some time. But by the time I had passed my seventh 
level examinations 1 was already beginning to tire of academic learn- 
ing, and life in Lhasa, with all the attention paid to me as a member 
of the Gyalwa Rinpoche’s family, left me little peace. 

I was doing well enough in my studies, and I enjoyed them, but 
I felt I had gone far enough, that T needed something else. Some 
people are inclined to a puicly academic life; they like to think and 
reason and argue, to arrive at truths by means of the intellect. To 
others this seems too cold and remote, and even within the limits of 
the Middle Path there is latitude for those w^ho feel the need foi 
a more direct, personal appioaeh. After some five years in Lhasa I felt 
such a need, and 1 was also iiicrcasinglv eouecriicd about being awav 
for so long from nn own monasterv. Main monks like to set aside 
one month of eaeli vear during which they rctre.it into a hermitage, 
or merely shut themselves nj) within their monasterv', and spend their 
time in complete solitude, in religious meditation. Others spend 
longer, some devote their whole lives to solitude. Many private fami- 
lies are onlv too hairpv to invite in a monk who is searching for a 
retreat. 'I’licv will look after him for three months or three vears, 
for as long as he wants to stay. ])ro\iding him with his food, looking 
after his needs, washing his clothes, and of course providing him 
with a small room of his own. Sometimes the monk will sav prayers 
for the family at the farnilv shrine, and perfoim services for them 
when there is need, but even if he remains for the whole time in 
complete seclusion, seeing no one and talking to no one, the family 
will feel well rewarded. Tlic presence of such a person, engaged in 
meditation, will alone bring good. 

In a monastery you must study; it is in seclusion that you can 
practice exercises such as those taught by the tantras. I had always 
found such exercises helpful, though being a member of the Gelukpa 
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sect I did not believe in looking for the '‘direct path.” Increasingly 
I longed for seclusion, for freedom from academic discipline. On the 
one hand I wanted freedom to attend at last to all the duties I had 
so long left to others, but which still remained my responsibility; 
on the other, I ^^’anted to leave this world and renew contact with the 
world of the spirit. I decided to leave Lhasa and return to Kumbum. 

I had not been baek for long before I was once again drawn 
into the academic ])ath. 'Ihe abbot's term of office came to an end, 
and various names, mine amongst them, were submitted for election. 
The abbot himself indicated that he wanted me as his successor, 
and I could not refuse. Many things are considered in making a choice: 
academic ability, aclministratixc abilih, and financial support. An 
abbot has not onl\ to administer his monastery, he lias to sec that all 
its members arc properly taken care of, well fed and housed, and to 
this end he either has to raise contributions from others or he has to 
contribute hcax ilv from his own sources if, as in my i'ase, he has a 
wealths endovMnent behind him. 

His academic abilitv haj to be at least adequate, since as abbot 
he IS ex])ceted to take all twelve lex els. I found myself once again 
back in my books, studying and debating, for being abbot in no way 
excuses you from your duties and xour obligations as a student. 1 had 
tvx'o stexxards to help me xvilh the administration, but 1 still had to 
s])end far more time in the official quarters of the abbot of Kumbum 
than back in my oxvn more prixate quarters at Tagtscr Labrang. 
Once again I found invseH ’ucing more and nioie involx'ed with the 
world around me, and the hope of a ])rolongcd period of seclusion 
faded. 

The sciiptures that liaxe to be ina ,tcrcd in the full course of edu- 
cation are both canonical and noncanonical. Ihe canonical scriptures 
include the Kag\iir, xxhieli are j)rimarily the direct teachings of the 
Buddha, embodied m some eighty-four thousand discourses on 
ethics, discipline, administration and philosoj'hy, so that not only 
the Buddhist Church may take its law from this scripture, but it may 
also be used for the instruction of laymen according to their various 
characters and potentials. The Kagjmr contains some expositions 
given by a few of Buddha's most chosen disciples, with his ap- 



306 TIBET 


proval; it also includes the Four Great Tantras: the Tantra of Ac- 
tivity, the Tantra of Application, the Tantra of Perfection, and the 
Tantra of Perfection Supreme. 

Following the Kagyur in importance is the Tangyur, a commen- 
tary written over many years by both Indian and Tibetan scholars, in 
two hundred and twenty-five volumes. There is also the Tsanuyi Yife- 
chd, a university course in itself that must be completed by any 
monk before he embarks upon a study of the tantras. The canonical 
scriptures also contain numerous other volumes, including those of 
the Nyingmapa sect, precepts to aid in religious study and practice, 
hymns, invocations, and classical narratives concerning previous 
births of the Buddha. 

The noncanonical texts deal with Sanskrit and Tibetan grammar, 
political science, medical science, astrology and astronomy, rhetoric, 
and general literature and arts. 

These scriptures have been carefully preserved and are considered 
in many ways the most important means of instruction toward en- 
lightenment that we have. However much we may revere and respect 
holy men and workers of miracles, we believe that the scriptures form 
a safer refuge. We symbolize this by placing them, in our monas- 
teries and temples, in special places of honor, exalted above the mere 
images, which are considered as lesser aids to right thought and 
right action. Tliis is best understood by remembering that the core 
of Tibetan Buddhism is represented by the Three Precious Ones: 
Sanggye, Chb, Geduii (the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha); 
the Buddha who is ever here to lead us to enlightenment, his Word 
(as given to us in the scriptures), and the brotherhood of his monks. 
This is our threefold refuge, symbolized in all our public and private 
worship by the images, the scriptures always housed around and 
above the images, and tlie congregation. This is where we all, monk 
or layman, find the inner security that has for so long been a part of 
normal Tibetan life. 

There is a fourth refuge, the lama. The lama is simply a teacher, 
yet to every disciple his lama is the most important living being, 
for his mind, speech and body correspond to the Sanggye, Cho and 
Gedun. It is under a lama that one learns the process of concen- 
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tration and then meditation, leading to Sanggye Sa. Concentration, by 
the application of proper techniques, is simply a means of getting 
rid of physical and emotional imbalance, arriving at physical and 
mental tranquility. All wrong actions and wrong thoughts have to be 
utterly eradicated, and this can only be achieved after intensive 
training and rigid discipline and moral control. Meditation can then 
take over and allow the being to be pervaded by the truth that is 
ever with us but is obscured by precisely those personal emotions and 
thoughts and actions to which we cling so ardently, in the belief that 
without them we would be nothing. Without them, only without 
them, we are everything. Meditation demands absolute purity of 
mind and body, purity of purpose. It also demands watchfulness, 
patience and considerable exertion. The first three tantras demand 
religious devotion, concentration and meditation upon the aspirant’s 
own tutelary deity (including his ngag and symbols), and breath- 
ing exercises; all based upon intellectual and moral training of the 
highest order. The fourth tantra also utilizes concentration and 
meditation, but focuses on the process of life and death, Bardo and 
rebirth, leading to the manifestion, out of the unreal, the real, the 
subtle body, and the transformation of this into a still higher state. 
Then, under the fourth tantra, follow six steps leading to the Great 
Bliss, utilizing the channel of spiritual energy, Tummo-me, which lies 
awaiting to be awakened and properly used for spiritual rather than 
physical creation. This step involves intricate breathing exercises and 
body postures. It is the most esoteric of all, given only to a few. 

Together with these practices come the much talked of psychic 
powers. We believe that high spiritual attainment may free the 
body from natural laws. Tlie body can then be legitimately used for 
the attainment of a still higher stage, but the goal is always one 
of enlightenment, to be achieved for the sake of all sentient beings. 
It is our duty to strive after enlightenment, for until we reach that 
state we are incapable of helping one another, we are still living in 
ignorance and illusion. Far from being an easy life, a way of escape, 
the way becomes harder the more directly it leads to the goal; the 
monk, whether of the lowest order or the highest, is making the 
supreme sacrifice when he undertakes a solitary life of concentration 
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and meditation He not only condemns himself to a harsh existence 
in his present incarnation, he also binds himself to return, again and 
again, to endure similar sufferings, so that he may help his felloMvs 
The renunciatc is not a selfish man, cold and devoid of feeling 
for others On the contrary, he is possessed of limitless love, limitless 
compassion, limitless joy, and limitless cqinnimity' 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


Toreign World 



Rat, my fcathful ones, 

Stay w peace, my beloved Khabachen. 

In future times I shall come ogam. 

Under a thousand different forms, 

Bringing help and comfort. 

—I ROM Mam Bkahbum 




o F all the Gyalwa Rinpoche, we Ti- 
betans probably respect the seventh, Kalsang Gyatso, most of all 
because of his saintliness, because he devoted his whole life to the 
Thrc' Precious Ones, seeking refuge not for himself but for all his 
people. But we also honor, most highly, the fifth and the thirteenth, 
because they not only gave Tibet spiritual strength, they also gave 
her political strength, and during their reigns Tibet enjoyed long 
periods of peace and prosperity. 

During the reign of the .seventh, the Chinese tried, to bribe the 
Panchen Rinpoche to come over to their side, so as to increase their 
influence in our country. But by the very honor they showered on the 
Panchen Rinpoche when he visited Peking, and by the respect they 
showed him, they only strengthened the Tibetan people’s respect 
for their religion and their religious leaders. This respect is just what 
the Chinese wanted to break, for this far more than military strength 
has always stood in the way of Chinese control over Tibet. 

This move having failed, and the Tibetan people still remaining 
obstinately devoted to the Gyalwa Rinpoche as their leader, the 
Chinese attempted to control the selection of the Gyalwa Rinpoche. 
It is perhaps more than a coincidence that between the seventh and 
the thirteenth holders of that office, only one reached his majority. 
The eighth, Gyampal Gyatso, died when he was in his thirties, 
Lungtog Gyatso when he was eleven, Tsultrim Gyatso at eighteen, 
Khadrup Gyatso when he was eighteen also, and Krinia Gyatso at 
about the same age. The circumstances are Hich that it is very 
likely some, if not all, were poisoned, either by loyal Tibetans for 
being Chinese-appointed impostors, or by the Chinese for not being 
properly manageable. 

Many Tibetans think that this was done at the time when, 
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according to traditional custom, the young Gyalwa Rinpochc made 
his ritual visit to the sacred lake Lamtso. In this lake the Rinpochc 
was able to see the maMcr in which he was to lead his life and the 
nature of his death, wie journey of some one hundred miles was 
always made with full pomp, a large retinue accompanying the 
Gyalwa Rinpochc. At the lake there is a special shrine sacred to 
Mogsorma, protectress of the lake, and protectress of all incarnations 
of Chenresig. She is considered to be partic.darly fierce in aspect, 
and none may enter the shrine other than the Gyalwa Rinpoehe, 
and even he should only do so after long and proper preparation. 
Each of the four Rinpochc to die young expired shortly after his 
visit to the lake. Many said it was because they were not the true 
reincarnations, but imposters imposed by the Chinese. Others tell 
stories of how the cooks of the retinue, which in those days included 
many Chinese, were bribed to put poison in the Rinpoehe’s food. 
Ibe thirteenth Gyalwa Rinpochc did not visit Lamtso until he was 
twenty-five years old. lie was adequately prepared by spiritual exer- 
cise, and he also had faithful cooks. The Chinese were disappointed 
when he did not die like his predecessors, and he was to live long 
enough to give them much more cause for regret. 

Life during the interval between the seventh and the thirteenth 
incarnations was almost equally hazaidous for the regents, who were 
beset by powerful influences on both sides, and during this whole 
period of instability the Chinese resident Ambams, in Lhasa, exerted 
their strength to biing I’ibcl further under China's political control. 
Wlien the twelfth Gyalwa Rinpoehe died, however, the circum- 
stances for the selection of his successor were different and left no 
room for intrigue. A highly revered monk had a revelation, there 
was an unmistakably clear vision in lake Lamtso, and the boy indi- 
cated (Takpo, in southern Tibet), showed all the expected character- 
istics, physical and spiritual. Tlic oracles and omens were so unani- 
mous that there was not the slightest question in the minds of 
any of the officials; the boy was brought almost directly to Lhasa, 
and installed as 'ITiubten Gyatso, thirteenth Gyalwa Rinpoehe, about 
1878. As he grew up he developed the qualities he was going to 
need the most. Although he was to become one of the greatest 
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advocates of monks' leaving politics to laymen, as far as possible, 
he nonetheless became a shrewd and successful politician, while 
never neglecting his spiritual duties. Meanwhile Tibet was being 
drawn helplessly into the irreconcilable crosscurrents of international 
politics. 

Ibe great powers that surrounded Tibet, Russia, China and 
Britain were becoming increasingly interested in the trade potential 
of I’ibct. The British, playing politics with the Chinese at the time, 
at first chose to support China's claim to authority over l^ibct and 
signed various treaties with China concerning 'Tibet. This made the 
Tibct'ins aware of the danger of their position, for up to that point 
they had only had China to contend with and had alw'ays managed 
to keep her at a comfortable arm's length; the existence of the 
tu’o Chinese Ambams at Lhasa w'as an effective face-saver for China 
and the Tibetans saw no harm in allowing her to pretend to an 
authority that she could not enforce in fact. W^ith northern India, 
Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan and Burma all under British influence, and 
with the British cvidenth supporting the Chinese, the position was 
different. "Hie thirteenth Gyalwa Rinpoche sent an envoy to the 
Czar of Russia to open negotiabons. The Czar was inueh interested, 
not only with an eye to trade, but also with the thought of using 
'Tibet as a convenient back door into China. 

Geographical barriers and the difficult}^ of communication ham- 
pered any practical agreement, but not before the British had become 
thoroughly alarmed at the prospect of an alliance between the two 
nations. Realizing that in effect Tibet was not the vassal of China 
that she supposed, Britain promptly re; ndiated her previous recog- 
nition of Chinese ^‘authority” and sent an armed expedition, under 
Sir Francis Younghusband, into 'Tibet. In the face of this invasion 
the Gyalwa Rinpoche fled through eastern Tibet, by way of Kum- 
bum Monastery, and eventually arrived in Peking to enter negotia- 
tions with the empress. Meanwhile the British signed a treaty in 
Tibet with the Tibetan government and withdiew their forces, leav- 
ing behind only a small commission, 'llic Gyalwa Rinpoche returned, 
but the struggle between the great powers was not over yet. Britain 
persuaded Russia to join her in recognizing that I’ibet was inde- 
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pendent of China and that Tibet should remain closed to all foreign 
penetration. China made one last atempt, this time by armed inter- 
vention, and once again the Gyalwa Rinpoche, leaving the govern- 
ment in the hands of his representatives, left to attempt direct 
negotiation with his foes. This time he came to India and met with 
the British, who procrastinated until they saw the way the winds 
were going to blow. 

The issue was finally settled by the interi al revolt within China. 
TTie Tibetan troops who had been keeping the Chinese at bay now 
had no difficulty in driving them out. The empress, in a pathetic 
gesture that only served to underline the myth of Chinese authority in 
Tibet, had issued a proclamation deposing the Gyalwa Rinpoche, now 
Thubten Gyatso was back in Lhasa, and I’lbet was as strong as it 
had ever been since the time of '“The Great Fifth, Ngawong Gyatso 

The Gyalwa Rinpoche issued a Declaration of Independence, 
deported all Chinese residents m Tibet, including the Ambams, and 
settled down to do what he could to strengthen his own country. 
It was during this time that the Chinese once again attempted to 
establish some influence by intriguing with the Panchen Rinpoche, 
in the nineteen-twenties. While the Gyalwa Rinpoche had been in 
India the Chinese Ambams had invited the Panchen Rinpoche to 
Lhasa, and had installed him in the offices and apartments of 
Thubten Gyatso. Tliis in itself had not caused too much bad feeling, 
for both Rinpoche were highly respected and when Thubten Gyatso 
returned to Lhasa the Panchen Rinpoche simply went back to his 
own monastery of Tashi Lhunpo. Tliere was no bad feeling between 
the two, until the Chinese instigated disagreement among their 
followers. The followers of the Panchen Rinpoche were fed with the 
notion that it was really their leader who should be the head of 
Tibet, not the Gyalwa Rinpoche. The Panchen Rinpoche and his 
followers were also encouraged to avoid the increased taxes being 
demanded by the central government, claiming a privileged position 
amounting to independence. The Gyalwa Rinpoche's followers, on 
the other hand, resented the privileges already assumed by Tashi 
Lhunpo and resented still more the growing desire among the fol- 
lowers of the Panchen Rinpoche for political power. A division of 
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Tibet was as unthinkable as it was impractical, and when the Pan- 
chen Rinpoche left Tibet, with many of his court, on a visit to 
Peking, it was known that he would not return. He stayed in China 
until his death, in 1937. The old story of the division between the 
two leaders had once again come true. Yet there was never any 
lack of mutual respect between the Rinpoche. And although the 
Panchen Rinpoche's successor was brought up entirely under Chinese 
control and subjected to rigid indoctrination, when he was brought 
to Tibet by the invading communists he was accorded all the respect 
due to his position by the Tibetan people and in fact qiuckly proved 
that he was not the puppet the Chinese had expected. The Chinese 
expectation that they could play these two Rinpoche against each 
other was based on the false assumption that our system was one 
of political significance and convenience. Not being a religious people 
themselves they could not understand that our government, which 
bore all the outward signs of being political, was in effect religious, 
and that the loyalt>’ of the Tibetan people was not mere political 
allegiance, but an act of faith, fervent and unbreakable. They have 
always equally misunderstood, as have other non-Tibetans, the role 
of our Rinpoche, who have appeared to them merely as political 
leaders, relying on secular support, whereas to Tibetans the duty of 
the Rinpoche is above everything else the spiritual well-being of the 
Tibetan people. 

It is our unshakable belief that there is no goal higher than the 
spiritual goal, and that nothin^ is worth more than that goal, for 
all else will be given to us on the way, and even then will appear 
as worthless compared with that which we all seek. This is no 
philosophy restricted to the wealthy Tibetans who have already 
achieved material well-being in this life; it is the belief of every 
farmer, of every nomad. In Tibet the wealthy and powerful have 
never had the monopoly of contentment. That has always belonged 
to all of us. 

Chenresig is sent to protect Tibet, jud the Gyalwa Rinpoche is 
the reincarnation of Chenresig, so it is natural for the Gyalwa Rin- 
poche to be accorded political power if he wishes it. Tibet has a 
complex governmental organization without any need for an active 
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Rinpoche at its head, however. It can run just as effectively if the 
Incarnation of Chenresig prefers solitude, working for the spiritual 
rather than political protection of his people as in the case of the 
seventh. Nonetheless, the Gyalwa Rinpoche is always the nominal 
head of our government, just as he is bv virtue of his ofBcc the 
head of our Buddhist Church. As such he commands respect, but 
during times of pilgrimage there arc manv who place greater impor- 
tance on taking the blessings of other Rinpoche, of either the Gelukpa 
or the Nyingmapa sects, or of the Panchen Rinpoche himself. It is 
something quite apart from the authority they unanimously accord 
to the Gyalwa Rinpoche and the respeet they feel for him. A pilgrim 
seeking a blessing is like a pupil seeking a teacher, a disciple seeling 
a master; it is an individual matter, and each must alloN\ himself to 
be guided according to his own needs To become a follower of the 
Panchen Rinpoche, then, is in no wav an act of disloyalty, however 
it might appear to outsiders 

"Phubten Gyatso, on his return to Tbasa in 1912, in no way 
concerned himself with the Panchen Rinpoche as a potential ri\al 
He was much more concerned about tlie conchtum into which the 
internal administration of the countn had fallen during this pro 
longed period of intrigue and foreign influence lie set about a 
series of rcfoims designed to remose a number of abuses that had 
growm up, e\cn when such reforms constituted an attack on the 
behavior of members of his own sect, the dominant Gelukpa 

'llieie had been instances of eorni])ti()n in some monasteries, 
and the gi\ing of the highest degrees had also been open to criti- 
cism. nuibtcn Gyatso called the abbots of the large monasteries to 
gether and insisted on the restoration of the old discipline. A monas- 
tery was a place for wTirk and studs, and persistently idle monks 
were simply to be expelled from the order. Candidates for the 
highest degrees now had to appear at the Potala for examination 
there before the degree w'as conferred. Monks were discouraged from 
too much involvement in secular affairs, and to this end the thii- 
teenth Gyalwa Rinpoche increased greatly the number of lay govern- 
ment officials, which in turn effectively reduced the political and 
economic power of the monasteries over the farmers. On one occa- 
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sion monks from Sera themselves went to collect debts from an 
outlying village; when the peasants were unable to phy, the monks 
seized a great deal of property and carried it back to the monastery. 
The peasants organized a petition, and the Gyalwa Riiipoche called 
the Sera abbots to the Potala. He kept them waiting in his reception 
room for two days, to teach them humility, and then imposed a 
heavy penal tj' on them for having allowed their monks to behave 
in such a way. 

W^'ith government officials he was equally severe. It was an 
accepted custom that any government official could demand horses 
or yaks for transportation from any local peasants when traveling 
on government duty. Properly used, the privilege was a sensible one 
and caused no hardship. Some officials, however, had in recent times 
been making quite uniieccssarv demands, and not always when on 
government business. Thubten Gyatso introduced a law whereby 
nobody could make such demands without wTittcn aiitliority from 
the central government. 

Nobles had growai into the habit not only of avoiding taxes by 
giving false information but of further abusing their position by de- 
manding service without giving pay. This w^as now' stopped, proper 
scales ot pay and service w'crc established and a national basis for 
taxation w'as organized and enforced. 

W^ith all these laws, made ncccssar) by a growing laxity among 
both nobles and monks, there aro^e a nc(^d for police to supervise 
their enforcement. Up to that poim theic had been no police force 
ill Tibet, the rule of the monasteries had been firm and just. At the 
same time, punishments had sometimt • been excessive and often 
severe. I’hiibtcn Gyatso revised the pe.ail system and again estab- 
lished a uniform system foi the entire nation. Capital punishment 
was completely abolished, and corporal punishment was reduced. 
Living conditions in jails were also improved, and officials were 
designated to see that these conditions and rules were maintained. 

llie whole process of education l.ad tended to be exclusive, 
only those dedicated to a full monastic life, taking all the vows, 
being able to receive the highest education. Even the children of 
nobility w'ere restricted to some extent, but the children of peasants 
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were customarily only given a rudimentary education together with 
a firm religious foundation. Now a secular educational system was 
to be introduced, though not divorced from the religious education, 
but rather superimposed, so that the religious foundation remained. 

TThubten Gyatso was an enlightened ruler by any standards, and 
if Tibet had been as feudal and oppressive as many have held it to 
be, he could never have survived. As it was, there was little opposi- 
tion, for the justness of his reforms was undei.iable. What opposition 
there was came from monasteries which had, until then, wielded a 
large amount of political power and which had exercized almost com- 
plete economic authority over vast areas. Under the new reforms 
the whole system of government was revised, and an equable balance 
was struck between religious and secular power. Further, Thubten 
Gyatso, while intent upon keeping foreign troops out of Tibet, and 
resisting any attempt by foreign powers to exert even indirect con- 
trol over Tibet's internal affairs, wanted to be well versed in what 
was going on in the world outside. He sent I’ibetans out to study 
and learn, and he himself welcomed foreigners who visited him in 
Lhasa, among them being Japanese, British and Americans. Despite 
his mistrust of the intentions of the British government, he remained 
close friends with her representative. Sir Charles Bell, and frequently 
consulted him on matters of major importance. 

Electricity was introduced to Lhasa for the first time in the 
1920s, and installed throughout the city, not merely for the benefit 
of the Potala. Some elementary work was clone on road building, 
and the first motor car was laboriously carried over the icy moun- 
tain ranges and down into central Tibet. Telephone and telegraph 
systems were established, and Tibet, in a few short years, was ready 
to make its entry into the modern world. For reasons of its own, 
however, the modern world preferred to keep Tibet in isolation, and 
while world wars raged outside, and the great powers vied with 
each other for the territories of lesser powers, Tibet could do nothing 
but wait, halted on its first step into the international maelstrom. 
It was like a fruit, slowly ripening, waiting to be plucked. 

The reforms instituted by Thubten Gyatso did not collapse after 
his death; they were furthered during the regency and the present 
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Gyalwa Rinpoche began an even more vigorous series of reforms as 
soon as he took over control. We had all seen the practical benefits 
brought about by Thubten Gyatso’s ideas, and even the rebellious 
monasteries felt the benefit of the new laws that reimposed the 
strictest discipline for anyone having taken holy orders. Above all, 
monasteries began to appreciate the wisdom of leaving the secular 
administration to lay officials as far as possible, "rhere were two 
good reasons. In the first place, administrative work of any kind 
requires special training, and when untrained monks took the task 
upon themselves they inadvertently caused much hardship, even 
oppre.Aion; in the second place, the monks and even whole monas- 
teries were becoming secularized, giving more and more time to the 
task of local government and less to spiritual development. 

I myself saw something of this when I was appointed abbot of 
Kunibum. It was not a post I wanted, for my whole puipose in 
returning had been to live a quiet life, dc\'otcd to meditation. I 
could not refuse a direct request, however, and soon found out what 
is involved in being both a monk and an administrator. It was partly 
the matter of being compelled, by the rules of our sect, to continue 
my higher education to the doctoral level; as abbot one is in charge 
of what in effect is a university, and the abbot is himself expected to 
possess the highest qualifications. Rank matters so little that although 
abbot, and as such entitled to respect, I was also a student and had 
to join in the daily debates and contests. Such a situation can only 
drive one to redoubled efforts, yet this purely academic burden is 
only part of the burden of an administrator in a monastery. 

As abbot I was in charge of all pt sonnel and had to approve 
appointments to the various offices, from the treasurei down to the 
cooks. In the end I was responsible for anything that any of them 
did and felt obliged to learn at first hand the work that each officer 
had to do. Then there were disciplinary matters, which to me were 
a particular strain, and the overall responsibility for the administra- 
tion of the monastery's large holdings farmland, involving many 
complex loans of land, cash and grain to other monasteries as well 
as to individuals. One duty alone took much of each day, and that 
was the preparation of a lecture that, as abbot, I had to deliver each 
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morning to the four thousand monks gathered together in the general 
assembly. With so much time devoted to administrative problems 
and to ordinary everyday routine work there was no time left at all 
for the quiet and peace I both wanted and needed. An abbot is 
expected to be more than an administrator; he is also expected to 
give spiritual leadership. Such leadership does not come easily, nor 
is it given easily. It is not enough simply to lead a good life; to be 
a truly spiritual leader the mind must be fixv'd on the spirit, not on 
matter. That is not to say that it is impossible for a spiritual person 
to be an administrator, nor is it impossible for an administrator to 
give spiritual leadership, but it requires the highest qualities and 
special training. In Lhasa such training is given; monks are taught 
how to combine their sacred and secular roles, but it is given to a 
relatively small number. If it was difficult for me. merely the abbot 
of a religious institution, then how much more difficult was it for 
a monk appointed to an office quite separate from his religious life. 
One side or other of one’s life is bound to suffer, leading to either 
poor administration or spiritual impoverishment. 

Not long before he died Thubten Gyatso made a prophecy. A 
high Incarnation in a monastery in Outer Mongolia had been killed 
by communists. The monastery had been closed and people forbidden 
to pray; the priests had been forced to join the army. Tlie thirteenth 
Gyalwa Rinpochc said that all this would come to pass in Tibet 
before long, and that we should prepare ourselves. He told us that 
there would be a time when there would be no Gyalwa Rinpochc 
and no Panchen Rinpochc and that all other reincarnations would 
die and nobody would be allowed to search for their successors. All 
memory of our ancient past would be wiped out; land and property 
would be taken away from those who held it; there would be a time 
of no food and a time when days and nights would be passed in 
fear. Against this time, so close upon us, we should prepare ourselves 
by building up our physical resistance, and by increasing our spiritual 
endeavor and purifying our spiritual lives. 

This prophecy was given by ThubLcn Gyatso in the year of his 
death, 1933, when he was fifty-eight years old, and within two 
decades it was to come true. 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


The TVeio Order 



To others gjiye the ^^ctory and the spoils; 
The loss and defeat, take upon oneself. 

— Bsodnams Rgvamtso, 
third Gyalvva Rinpoche 




o NF> of the most frequent aceiisations 
leveled against Tibet has been that the Buddhist Chureh is an 
autocrac)', a despotism headed by the Gyalwa Rinpochc. Insofar as 
no imman beings arc perfect, no human system of government can 
reach perfection, llicrc are many democratic forms of government 
that allow far less freedom to their people than docs the 'fibclan 
system, and although successive leaders have seen the need foi 
reforms, and instituted them, the reforms have arisen out of human 
weaknesses, not out of any inherent weakness in the' governmental 
system. While I personally, and 1 believe most 'ribetans with me, 
would like to sec still further reform, 1 cling to our traditional form 
of government. If we seek a good go\dnmcnt, we must seek good 
men, and where better to look than among those who have taken 
monastic vows, devoting their lives to the religious ideal? I also 
believe that our system’s greatest strength comes from the undisputed 
leadership of the Gyalwa Rinpochc; but this is an act of faith that 
must be difficult for others to understand. Others in our government 
can be w'eak, Init never our uighest auihority, for he is the rcincar- 
nation of Chenresig, the embodiment of perfection and enlighten- 
ment. It is pointless to criticize the Tibetan system without con- 
sidering and allowing this faith, for without it the whole system 
becomes a mockery. If it were a inockerj', it could hardly have 
achieved the success it ahvays has, for c\’cn in defeat we have never 
lost our ideals, our goal, oiii faith, and those things we cherish far 
above material well-being and possessions. It our faith were taken 
from us, then trulv we would feel dcfcj^ 

The whole concept of status and hierarchy in Tibet also depends 
upon our religious attitude and can only be understood with that 
in mind. Social status is acquired acf'ording to various qualities 
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such as moral character, intellectual capacity, religious devotion, and 
age. Status thus acquired should then be respected . . . that is an- 
other quality. There is no rigid division ordained by birth; move- 
ment from one level to another depends entirely upon individual 
attainment, and so although we can speak of three classes in Tibet 
—the nobles, the middle (or trading) class, and the peasant farmers 
and nomads (apart from the monks, which in a way form a fourth 
class)— there is no class system, and the mobJity from class to class 
makes any class prejudice virtually impossible. It seem strange to 
us that foreigners should criticize us for respecting our superiors, as 
though that were a degrading thing to do. To us one of the greatest 
virtues in an individual is respect for those who are his superior 
in any of the qualities that we admire. We see nothing but honor in 
giving honor where it is due, and with us it is due by individual 
attainment, not by inheritance. The only hereditary ranks— those 
of our reincarnations— are hereditary in a spiritual sense. 

Respect is part of our life, and our forms of salutation, our 
manner of speech, the way in which we move and seat ourselves in 
public, all vary according to relative status and age. This respect for 
those who are pious and wise is at the root of our system of govern- 
ment, and in the same way that there is a social hierarchy, so is 
there a religious hierarchy, which finds a place fo^^ all the various 
branches of Buddhism in Tibet, all the established sects, each of 
which acknowledges the overall authority of the Gyalwa Rinpoche 
who although usually of the Gelukpa sect, need not necessarily be 
so. The head of the Gelukpa sect is always another Rinpoche, highly 
revered as such. The Gyalwa Rinpoche is above sectarianism, and in 
fact several of them have leaned as much, if not more, to the 
teachings of the Nyingmapa than the Gelukpa, though all have been 
brought up in the Gelukpa tradition. 

The Rinpoche, or reincarnations, are themselves graded in a 
hierarchy, and their respective status can be determined in any 
monastic assembly by the manner in which they greet each other or 
in their order of seating. In a sense they are part of yet another 
hierarchy, a spiritual hierarchy, descending from the Buddha himself, 
through the countless thousands of Changchub Sempa. Yet even 
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this hierarchy is closed to no one. It has been our cherished belief, 
and our practice, that any individual desiring to enter a religious 
life should be encouraged and helped to do so and should be helped 
to the maximum of his capacity. In my own monastery, at Kumbum, 
I had among my monks a man well-liked and respected, for he was 
deeply pious, yet he came to us as a murderer. The only qualification 
for entering the religious order is sincerity of purpose and a proper 
sense of responsibility. From then onward, it is a question of indi- 
vidual attainment and ability, and the ultimate goal for all is the 
same, enlightenment. With enlightenment comes the choice of 
whi ther to accept Sanggyc Sa or to return as a Changchub Sempa 
to help those still in ignorance, and the Changchub Sempa ideal is 
the ideal of all Tibetan Buddhists. In this way, in our society, no 
doors are closed, and yet every man has respect for his fellow j. 

Tlie head of every government is the Gyalwa Rinpochc, em- 
bodiment of Chenresig. His first and foremost duty 'is the protec- 
tion of his counlr}' and his people, and to this end he must work 
in whatever manner he deems best; there is no fixed pattern to 
which he must conform. Primarily concerned with the spiritual wel 
fare of the people, the Gyalvv^a Rinpoche is above all else a lama, 
or teacher. He instructs us in the Buddhist religion in general and 
in the teachings of the Gcliikpa sect in paiticular. But he also 
governs the country through a scries of councils. As the head of the 
govcinmeiit the Gyalw'a Rinpochc gives it its essentially religious 
character, but the councils ti^rough which he works, and which are 
responsible foi most effective legislation (the Central Government), 
together with the Assemblies that an be summoned whenever 
needed, are carefully divided so tha: secular as well as religious 
interests are equally served. Approximately half of the officials are 
monks, the other half laymen. Most of the monks, but not all, come 
from the three major Gclukpa monasteries, Drepung, Sera and Gan- 
den. They may be recommended by officials about to retire, or they 
may themselves apply for government service. Service is open to any 
monk in any part of the country, but ir accepted he must enter the 
special school at the Potala for the training of officials, and pass the 
necessary examinations, before assuming duty. The Yigstang council 
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makes all final decisions and the appointments come from it. This 
council is itself composed of four members of the government, 
elected by the other governmental members, and above them stands 
the high advisory council, the Kashak, usually four officers ap- 
pointed by the Gyalwa Rinpoche from laymen and monks who are 
nominated by the National Assembly. 

ITic lay officials mostly come from noble families, so in a 
sense it is a hereditary body; but the composition of the nobility 
is changing all the time, and in every government there are a sub- 
stantial number of lay officials who are not from the nobility. Just 
as appointments to the rank of monk officials arc made by a council, 
the Yigtsaiig, so is appointment made for the lay officials by a similar 
elected council of four lay officers, the Tsikang. As with the monk 
officials, a lavman can apply for government service, and his accept- 
ance depends ultimately on his suitability and aptitude. As with 
the Yigtsang, the Tsikang falls under the authority of the Kashak. 
In this was, though the direction of government is clearly given by 
religious authonts, the goscrnnieni itself is disidcd eqiiallv on an 
elcctne basis between monks and las men. 

lire National Assembly meets onls m times of the greatest 
crisis It consists of the abbots of the three seats of learning, the 
Yigtsang and the Isikang, further representatives of both monk 
officials and la\ officials from the Central Gos eminent, and lepre- 
scntatis^es from many different professions, blacksmiths, soldiers, 
carpenters, farmers, nomads, shopkeepers, and so forth. Most of 
them are Buddhist, but some arc followers of the old Bon religion, 
lliis National Assembly acts as a cheek on the Kashak and can even 
present the Kashak from taking steps it eoiisiders unwise. It may 
also suggest a certain course of action and place it before the Kashak 
for action. W hereas the Central Gos eminent is concerned mainly 
with internal affairs, the National Assembly will be summoned to 
deal with any international question and svith issues that affect the 
nation as a whole. 

'Hie work of government in this way is carried out primarily 
by the Kashak, with the Gyalwa Rinpoche involving himself as 
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much or as little as he sees fit. llie assemblies arc summoned 
whenever there is need for the Kashak to consult the people, or 
whenever the people wish to make representations to the Kashak. 
In order to implement the decisions of the government, and to 
enforce the laws and apply justice, I'ibet is divided into a number 
of regional districts, each under the joint governorship of a monl 
and a lay official, nominated by the Yigtsang and the Tsikang. lire 
appointments are generally held for only two or three years each 
time, and there are many checks that picvent governors from 
abusing their authority. Even in the remotest districts, scvcial 
months' journey from Lhasa, w'herc an appeal would take well over 
a year to reach Lhasa, be heard, and answered, the most effective 
check is the dual system of governorship itself. E\'ery decision must 
be made by agreement between both the governors, monk ; nd lay. 
Each is jealous of his ow'n authority and reputation and would fear 
an unfavorable report cither by the people or by the cither governor. 
The people always have the right of direct .ipjreal to Lhasa. 

On the whole the svstem ot dual governorships has worked well 
in all but a few' instances, llie D/ongpen, as the governors ar^' 
called, act as representatives of the people, and if the j^eople ha\e 
any grievances about the rate of taxation oi any other matter the 
D/ongpen's duty is to report such grievances to the Central Govciiv 
ment. I’hc Dzongpen also act as judges, sitting jointly in court and 
hearing all cases that arc brought to them. Again, their judgment 
must be unanimous, and tin effectively ensures a fair hearing. 

Below the Dzongpen, between them and the j^eople, arc the 
Ganpo, or village headmen, and the K’ anpo who act in the same way 
for each monastery. 'Ihe Ganpo really has no authority, though he 
may have a great deal of mfluencc. He is elected by the villagers, and 
is elected mainly because of his abilit}'. He need not be wealthy, 
and he need not even be f^om a family that has lived for a long 
time in that paiticular village. If the villagcis have several ideas as 
to who might be Ganpo, and canno' df-cide, the\ write the names 
on pieces of papci and draw one. "ITiey can also ask a Ganpo to resign, 
but this happens very rarely, because we find that a man who is 
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elected is anxious to do the best he can. If he does something that 
the villagers object to, they only need to tell him. 

The Ganpo do not get paid, although they frequently have to 
do a great deal of work for their villages, and travel back and forth 
to the regional capital. The most that they can expect is the grati- 
tude of their fellow villagers, who might sometimes give a party 
for them. The governors are paid fixed salaries, and apart from 
holding court they are expected to travel th’‘oughout their district 
so that everyone has a chance to speak his mind directly. The 
Dzongpen and the Ganpo meet regularly, and the only time theic 
is trouble is when one or other Dzongpen tries to extract some 
benefit for himself, either by accepting bribes or by demanding 
service. Monasteries sometimes demand too much interest on loans 
that they make. When they lend out grain to the farmers they are 
entitled to be repaid, once the harvest is in, with a reasonable 
amount of additional grain as interest. This additional grain, m turn, 
is supposed to be handed over to the Central Government whose 
responsibility it is to liold a reserve for emergencies, and to subsidize 
the poorer districts. If the people suspect one Dzongpen of abusing 
his authority, they will complain to the other, and if the\ get no 
satisfaction that wa} there is nothing to stop them from sending their 
Ganpo to Lhasa. D/ongpen, monk or lav, found guihv of such actions 
arc dealt with severely. 

Each Dzongpen has a secretary and a treasurer to help him 
with his work. Ihey see to all the needs of the distiict, such as con- 
struction of major dams and irrigation channels, relief from famine, 
medical treatment, and protection against bandits or others. ’^Fhere 
has never been a police force, as such, to enforce law, but since the 
time of the thirteenth Gyalwa Rinpochc, Tibet has maintained a 
standing army of some eight thousand men, and these have been 
drawn from all districts. Members of the army are increased in times 
of emergency by conscription between the ages of eighteen and forty. 
Even monasteries supply soldiers, recruited from the monks who 
have not entered academic careers and from volunteers. Monks 
always form separate battalions and must be released from certain 
vows during their service. All the needs of the state are met, in this 
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way, with the cooperation of the people and with a minimum of 
coercion. Tlie Central Government maintains large reserves of grain 
and cash to alleviate hardship, either regional or individual, and 
Central Government taxes, payable in almost any useful commodity, 
are never excessive. 

Perhaps the major fault of the old system was the lack of atten 
tion given to organized education. The whole concept of education 
was as an individual affair, except for reincarnations. It was open 
to anyone who wanted it and could be had simply by joining a 
monastery and proving one's readiness and sincerity and ability. Edii- 
cahon was never thought of in terms other than religious, for it 
has always been and still is our belief that there is no higher goal 
than religious enlightenment. A secular education corresponds only 
to secular needs, and in Tibet these are minimal. The soii of a 
nomad knows all there is to know about the life before him by the 
time he is nine or ten years old. So with the son or'daughtcr of a 
farmer. Children learn by living close to their parents from th<' day 
of their birth, accompanying them in their work and daily rounds. 
Reading and writing are virtually unnecessary for tlicre is no such 
thing as secular literature in Tibet, and one of the values of having 
such a large body of monks is that in every village in every part of 
the country there arc monks readily available to read the scriptures, 
or recite them, to the villagers, often adding a sermon or moral 
instruction to the reading and performing a rite and offering prayers, 
benefits that no layman coiud get by a mere reading of the scrip- 
tures on his own. Nonetheless many laymen hear tlic scriptures so 
often that they come to know man\ f them by heart and arc able 
to recite them themselves. Monks al.'^o arc alv iys available to per- 
form death and commemorative rites and to fulfill any other ritual 
needs a family might have 

The lay public receives, in this way a general religious and moral 
education, whicli includes much of the history of our country; our 
people grow’ up knowing enough to L''» dieir daily lives to the full, 
with a universal sense of direction that renders the comparative 
hardship of their daily life, in some areas, almost incidental. What 
intellectual development- any layman wants he wants in terms of his 
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knowledge and understanding of the scriptures, and this is always 
open to him. Further knowledge, to anyone with so clear a sense of 
direction, is meaningless. 

In the monastic schools students arc trained for their respon- 
sibilities as well as for their personal development, so that they can 
discharge their duties, as monks, to their fellows. Their studies in- 
clude the sciences and the arts. Mathematics, astronomy and medi- 
cine rank alongside painting and sculpture, legic and philosophy. 

As with writing, Tibetan art is all religious. With the coming 
of Buddhism it took on a distinctive style derived from the art 
schools of India and Nepal, though in eastern Tibet the style is 
markedly Chinese. Colors are prepared by pulverizing plants and 
even rocks, allowing for painting that is as exquisite as it is brilliant, 
in color and detail. 'Flic most popular form of all is the painting of 
religious banners and wall frescoes. Even a poor family will try to 
have some of these in the family house, and the banners will deco- 
rate even a nomad's tent. The subject matter is the endless variety 
of different aspects of the Buddhist uni\’crsc. The Buddhas and 
Changcluib Sempa, the gt)ds and spiiits and demons, the heavens 
and hells, all these fill our banners and wall paintings. But every 
painting carries upon it an ngag, or pra\er, consecrating it to the 
Lord Buddha, for each is painted with a specific purpose, to aid 
the viewer (and tlic i^ainter) in his religious development, to instruct 
through the associated scriptural stor\, to direct the mind to the 
Buddha, to help in meditation, llicse paintings fill our monasteries 
just as they fill our homes, and pist as painted rocks and boulders 
line our highwa\s and mountain trails. 

Certain skills, other than religious arts, arc of course passed 
down in the villages themselves, outside the monasteries. 'Tlic work- 
ing of iron, weaving, pottery and w'oodwork arc among these, and 
I’ibetan peasant art, including these skills, is enjoyed and honored 
throughout the country, adding a richness to our secular life. 'Flic real 
source of our richness, however, in both secular and monastic life, 
is that the one commodity we value more highly than any other, 
religious endeavor, is free, in any quantity, for us all to take as wc 
feel fit and able. 
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However, for some unhappy reason, the very circumstance of 
our life in Tibet that made it possible for us to rank religious en- 
deavor so highly, has changed. It has changed sadly and drastically, 
dragging us into a world uhcrc a little silver and gold count for 
more than a lifetime of religious thought, where political expediency 
counts for more than religious devotion, and where man's ideal 
and goals and whole life are centered on his present transitory 
existence on this singularly transitoiy j^lanct, and where this is con- 
sidered more ''sensible" than having his life directed toward the 
achievement of liberation through religious enlightenment. If this 
is !*ccause such people do not belie, c in the tiansitory nature of 
life, or do not believe in any life bc\ond what they can see and 
hear and touch with their feeble senses or cnmj^rchend with their 
earthly intellects, then by their own standards and beliefs ihe\ are 
right. But, also by their own standards, thc\' do not live in such 
peace and contentment as we ha\e Ined in Tibet with our religious 
belief. And the tragedy is that we still believe, vet now we arc 
irres’ocably in a world of disbelief. 

dhe people of Tibet heeded the warning of the thirteenth 
(Jyalwa Rinpoche, and they brought the regency to an end in 1959 
when my brother, 1 and/ing Gyatso, was ouh sixteen year'* old. 'The 
world had changed around us and we had not changed with it. 
Now that we were to be brought together there was no time to pre- 
pare. Tandzing Gsatso began a senes of n fonns. His predecessor had 
instituted a number of rurai schools, and now the plan to broaden 
secular education for laymen was pushed further. If Tibetans were 
to be able to deal with the new W' Id coining to them, they had 
to know about it. Tand/iug C^yatso uppoiiited i eonimitfec to study 
the whole question of reform. 'Tlic taxation system consequently 
'was revised, and it was made virtually impossible for regional gover- 
nors or officials to abuse their positions b\ extorting local taxes. All 
officials were paid directly by the Central Government and were 
compelled to account for all mone\ ' * goods received and to turn 
them over to the authorities at Lhasa. 

Many peasant families had, over several generations, accumu- 
lated large-sized debts to the Centra^ Government as well as to 
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others. TTiese debts arose not so much because taxes or rates of 
interest were excessive, for on the whole they were remarkably low; 
it was rather that there was not enough consideration given to 
factors such as increased demands arising from increase in size of 
the standing army and rising prices. More was being demanded of 
the villagers by way of incidentals, and the burden had accumulated 
in this way to the point where many of them had no chance at all 
of ever paying it back. The Reforms Comnuttee studied all out- 
standing loans and while it forced some to repay the capital with 
interest, they were only those who could afFord to do so. Others 
were asked to repay the outstanding capital in installments but were 
freed from the interest; the poorest were freed unconditionally of all 
debt. 

Coupled with this, and so that the same situation would not 
arise again, the Committee prepared a plan for land reform. Virtually 
all land in Tibet belonged to the government. Farmers held land 
granted to them by the state, but to all effects it was as good as 
freehold, for they had the right to will it to their heirs, to divide it, 
even to mortgage or sell their right to its use. In return they paid a 
small annual land tax, usually in grain, which went to support the 
poorer monasteries. Tlicre was no grievance against this system, dis- 
possession was only possible in the most flagrant cases of refusal to 
pay the modest taxes when able to do so. TTiis rarely happened for 
every farmer was only too anxious to get what he could from his 
land, and by paying the taxes regularly he knew he could always 
count on assistance in times of need, or on loans if he wished to 
expand his farm or to make costly improvements. But some land 
had been granted by the governments, in the past, to families who 
had rendered special ser\aces to their country. The land grants were 
large, and the estates had grown wealthy in private hands. Each such 
estate was under an obligation, however, to pay for the training of 
one government official, to be supplied by the land-owning family. 
Tlie estate further had to pay the official's salary. Most lay offi 
cials in the government were recruited in this way. This in itself was 
no particular hardship to anyone, though the fourteenth Gyalwa 
Rinpoche felt strongly that such inequality in wealth as existed 
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between these private estates and the peasant holdings should be 
abolished, being contrary to Buddhist teachings. Apart from the 
inequality, moreover, there was room for injustice because these 
private estates included farmlands worked by \'illagers who in effect 
were vassals of the landowner, and the government had no control 
whatsoever over the conditions of this feudal relationship. Thi 
meant that the landlord not only had the absolute right to charge 
whatever rent he wished for the land he leased out, but he could 
also exercise justice in whatever manner he pleased. Technically his 
tenants, though they had no right of appeal, were free to leave and 
finJ land elsewhere, they frequently could not do so because they 
were so heavily in debt to their landowner. Not many landowners 
abused their privileged position, but there wa<i far too much abuse 
even so, and its potential was unlimited. Tlie situation was all the 
more dangerous because while the landowners themsches, consti- 
tuting Tibetan nobility, were mostly upright and ^Icvollt people, 
their duties kept them for much of their time at Lhasa, and they 
were forced to leave the control of their affairs to stewards who were 
frequently less scrupulous. 

It was decided that all such lands sliou’ld rc\'crt to the s^^ate. 
Ibe peasants would be absoh ed of all debts; the landowners w^ould 
be well compensated; the government officials drawai from those 
families would be paid their salary b\ the Central Government, like 
all other officials, and the j)(‘asants and landlords alike would be free 
to claim and w'ork the same land, but each holding it directly from 
the government at the same rate of taxation and under the same con- 
ditions of tenure. Unfortunately, bef ^re this reform could really be 
effected the Chinese invasion took place, and effe<. tivc government 
by the Gyalwa Rinpoche became impossible. 

During his brief period of authorit\ in Tibet, Tandzing Gyatso 
did his best to broaden his own knowledge of the outside world and 
to lay the foundations for future relations wdh other nations. Like 
his predecessor, he sent students out Tibet, and he himself took 
every opportunity to meet with such foreigners as managed to reach 
Lhasa. He would have gladly welcomed more than the few who 
came, most of them by accident, but again we were shut off from 
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the world by our neighbors. India not only sealed our borders against 
travel, she even effectively cut off our communications. Again, it 
was through no fault or desire on our part that we were isolated. 

The government of Tibet, in exile, is still under the leadership 
of the Gyalwa Rinpoche, under whose guidance a new constitution 
has been drawn up for implementation whenever the country is 
freed of Chinese domination. In the foreword to the constitution the 
Gyalwa Rinpoche says* 

Even prior to my departure from Tibet in March, 1959, 
I had come to the conclusion that in the changing circumstances 
of the modern world the system of governance in Tibet must 
be so modified and amended as to allow the elected represen- 
tatives of the people to play a more effective role in guiding and 
shaping the social and economic policies of the State. I also 
firmly believed that this could only be done through democratic 
institutions based on social and economic justice. Unfoitunately, 
for me and niv jx^ople, all oiir efforts were frustrated bv the 
Chinese authorities >\ho had established in Tibet the worst 
foim of colonial regime 

Soon aftei ins arrival in India 1 decided that a Draft 
Constitution should be prepared so as to give the people of 
Tibet a new hope and a new conception of how Tibet should 
be governed when sho regained her freedom and independence. 
. . . '^riiis f Constitution I takes into consideration the doctrines 
enunciated by Lord Buddha, the spiritual and temporal heritage 
of Tibet and the ideas and ideals of the modern world. It is thus 
intended to secure for the people of 1 ibet a s vs tern of democracy 
based on justice and equality and ensure their cultural, religious 
and economic advancement. 

Although it is thus plain that there is no change in the nature 
of Tibet as a religious state, the new constitution guarantees freedom 
for all Tibetans to follow the religion of his choice by whatever wor- 
ship or observance or practice may be required of him by his belief. 
Education is given special attention, and it is proposed to provide 
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seven years free primary education for all children above the age of 
six. Higher and technical education shall be encouraged beyond that 
point, and state scholarships shall be offered to those who arc unable 
to pay but who deserve assistance through merit. 'Hie land reforms 
considered earlier arc included in the new constitution, with safe- 
guards to prevent the concentration of laigc tracts of land in singh* 
hands. 

llic national government is reorganized and membcrsiiip reap- 
portioned to give increased representation amoiig lay officials, though 
the government as a whole still remains directb and unequivocally 
iin(h*r the leadership of the Gyalua Panpochc as its supreme head. 
It is the Gyalwa Rinpochc who appoints the Kashak, or cabinet, 
which must consist of a prime minister and no less than five other 
ministers, none of which may be members of the National A^.cmbly 
though they may attend and take ])art in its meetings without 
having a voting right. Regular meetings of tlie Natinn.d Assembly 
arc ordained, and the former rather undetermined division ot re- 
sponsibilities between the Pao assemblies is ended, llie one single 
Assembly consists of members both elected and apiioiiitcd. Seventy'- 
five percent are elected from territorial constituencies b)' universal 
adult suffrage. Ten percent arc elected bv monasteries; ten percent 
are elected by regional councils, and the remaining five percent arc 
nominated by the Gvalwa Rinpochc, generalK m return for special 
services or because of special abilities. 

Regional governments niamtam a slighth reorganized form of 
the old dual governorship. The Gyalwa Rmpoche is to appoint each 
Regional Governor, but a Regional ( uncil is to appoint the Deputy 
Governor. Regional Councils m tiuii are chnsen b\ the general 
electorate. 

Justice is centralized in a way that was only informally achieved 
before. 'Iberc is now to be a Supreme Court, appointed by the 
Gyalwa Rinpochc, but also answerable to t^'c National Assembly, 
a two-thirds majority of vvdiich can i '' mmend to the Gyalwa Rin- 
poche the removal of any member. Inider the Supreme Court are 
a number of regional courts. In this way there will be a national 
standard and code, and regional justice will be national rather than 
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regional in character. The system of appeals is clearly set out, and 
any opportunity for corruption is removed. 

One of the incidental benefits brought by the Chinese is an 
improvement in internal communications. There are now major 
motorable roads connecting Tibet with China, Mongolia and India, 
and a number of internal roads connecting administrative centers. 
Although these may well be destroyed, as may the present telegraph 
and telephone communications system, when the Chinese finally 
withdraw, they have brought the idea, and that will remain. Im- 
proved communications will be the key to improved government 
and to broader education. Tlic Chinese have in fact established 
many schools, though with a very particular form of education in 
mind, aimed at the destruction of any sense of Tibetan individuality. 
Nonetheless, there arc now said to be some 60,000 children at school 
in Tibet, and even to establish the habit of schooling is a positive 
contribution, though we may deplore the actual education given. In 
the schools that we were establishing ourselves, prior to the Chinese 
invasion, we taught subjects such as art, literature, and of course 
religion. These subjects arc now all banned, and according to the 
Chinese, I’ibetan children are now being given ‘'class education, 
socialist education, and education in patiiotism, with class struggle 
as the central theme/' Special classes are devoted to attacks on 
Tibetan religion and tradition, the total eradication of which was 
and still is a major goal of the Chinese, for until they have suc- 
ceeded in this they will not have conquered Tibet. 

To this end there has been an unbelievably tragic attack not 
only on our ancient shrines and monasteries but also upon the 
monks whose homes the}’ were, llic toll is almost unbelievable, yet 
there is no room foi doubt, for the Chinese themsehes give the 
account as evidence of the piogressive nature of their lule in Tibet. 
To begin with a few monasteries were spared, to be kept as museums 
and to show foreign visitors how liberal the Chinese were. Tliey 
even allowed a few old monks to stay in these monasteries. But even 
this proved too dangerous, and these also have now been destroyed 
and the monkhood entirely disbanded. The persecution of the monks, 
their murder, torture and degradation, is a story that has already 
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been told. Perhaps it is precisely because the story is one of such 
horror that the world at large seems to have chosen to ignore it. 
It is perhaps only possible to believe when it touches you. Even I 
found it difficult to belic^ c until I was told that monasteries I had 
known had been, not destroyed, but carefulh dismantled, the mate- 
rials being used to build barracks foi troops or residences for Chinese 
officials. Kundeling Monastery, near Lhasa, is now the Chinese Motor 
'Lransport Office. Mom Monastery is tlic Department of Stores and 
Supplies, 'lode Khangsar, Shctc and 'rsemonlmg monasteries aic 
now Chinese training schools for their dance and drama troupes. 

Monks and nuns ha\e been forced to marrs, and have otherwise 
been compelled to commit acts against all their religious convictions 
and beliefs. Of the 2(),()()0 monks at the three great collegiate monas- 
teries of Lhasa, only remained in 1960. Now, by action of the 
Red Guards, I believe that even these are gone. All hut 200 of Tashi 
Lhunpo's body of 4,000 monks vs ere dejxated to rcnccntration 
camps for being pro d’ibctan and for piaving for the long life 
of the Gjalwa Rinpoche. dashi Lhunpo i^ the scat of the Panchen 
Riiipoche, whom the Chine'^e had trained and nnstakeiilv counted on 
as a puppet. I rcccntlv heard that mv own aged teachei, a highly 
revered monk of Knmbnni, died vvhi^e still a member of a road 
labor gang. 

riicrc is no point, m going over the disaster that h.u befallen 
our countrv'. What is known to have happened is bad enough, and 
there is a great deal more thai uiiknovv:i. 'Hicrc are likely even to be 
marginal benefits, though even the most generous mind would find 
it difficult to equate a few roads and s bools and hospitals (primarily 
intended and used for the welfare of Chinese troo])s) wiHi the de- 
struction of all the mateiial evidence of everything that has ever 
meant anything to us as a people. And in a way it docs not inatter 
all that much. It might have mattered if the outside world had been 
able to help. But it is done. All that matters n('w is that we preserve 
the one thing we hav^e left, our faith. 




EPILOGUE: 


The Legend of the 6nd 



Fearless, in the midst of your army of Gods, 
Among your twelve divisions. 

You ride on horseback. 

You thrust you’ spear toward the chest 
of Hanumanda. 

Minister of the evil forces drawn up 
Against Shambhala. 

So shall F.ril be destroyed. 

— TROM Shambhah' Smonlam 




If the world, or any part of it, were per- 
fect it would be paradise, there would be no question as to right and 
wrong, good and bad. As that is plainly not so, nobody, least of all any 
Tibetan, would try to claim that his country was perfect. On the 
contrary, the very fact that we Tibetans are so bound up in our 
quest for enlightenment, and in our pursuit of the religious ideal, 
is evidence that we are very aware indeed of the lack of perfection. 
Nonetheless, looking back on the old Tibet, I cannot find that life 
there could be compared unfavorably with life anywhcrc^clsc in terms 
of human rights and freedom. While there are certain aspects of that 
life that I, and probably many other ribetans, disagree with, there 
is much I see that I believe good. Many non-Tibetans speak against 
the monasteries. I lived most of my life, from my early childhood, in 
monasteries, and in them I see our strength. Many are endowed with 
great riches, but there arc few, even among the poor of the Western 
world, who live as simply and as frugally as do the monks and abbots 
of those wealthy monasteries. Nor are the monasteries exclusively for 
the benefit of the monks, Quilc apart from their role, as landowner, 
in helping the local farmers, they proxide shelter at all times for 
visitors, strangers and pilgrims. No chai.^ c is made, any visitor is made 
welcome and treated as an honored guest, provided with acconimo- 
dations and food far above the standard maintained for the monks 
themselves. We enjoy having such visitors, and though we make no 
conditions, they arc of course welcome to attend our services, regard- 
less of their religion. Some monasteries make special arrangements 
for women guests because of the stric ^ • ules of their order. Many 
build special guest houses, or chiso. 

It is certainly true, however, that any accumulation of wealth is 
in itself a temptation, and there are always accusations of abuse in 
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one part of the country or another. In particular it seems wrong to 
me that so much land should be held by monasteries. This not only 
leads to the possibility of corruption, it also leads to the possibility of 
stagnation, for we become so tied up in the administration of our 
estates that we have little time left for religious life. Most monks 
probably welcome the reform that would icturn all land to the state, 
leaving it to the state to administer through its secular machinery. 
Then each monaster) would hold land, just a^ the individuals would, 
granted them by the state according to their needs. 

Although w'C have alwavs held that monasteries should be places 
of learning, and w^e have alw'ays opened our doors to anyone wanting 
to learn, it is good that now there should be state schools to take care 
of secular education. But in ev ery such school I believe religion should 
be taught, by a monk appointed for the task. 'Hie monastic schools 
would remain open for all those wanting a higher religious education. 
Ultimately it is for each person to make the choice for himself, how 
he Wyants to lead his religious life, or if he wants a religious life at all. 
But if we do not give him the opportuniH' for learning about religion 
w^e deny him the choice. 

I am not happ\ about the ideas brought by the Chinese, however, 
which take aw'ay all individual rights 1 believe in state ownership of 
land and statc-coiitrollcd education because these arc things all 
I’ibetans should share in cqualh; without them wc cannot live. But 
men arc not equal and never can live equally. Some want to live one 
way, some another. Each .should have the right to decide his own wav 
of life, so long as it docs not interfere wath those of others. If some- 
one wants to work hard for material gain, let him reap the rew^ard. 
If another prefers to remain in poverty so that he can devote himself 
to religious contemplation, he should be free to do so. For this 
reason we have nev^cr had such things as mining rights in I'ibet, 
thought it is said that we have rich mineral deposits. Salt is a vital 
trade product, yet anyone who wants to is free to journey to the 
northern plateau and dig salt for trading, llicre are no rights oi 
licenses to purchase. 

In the same way that salt can be had for the taking from the 
lakes and sands of the north, so can gold be had from the mountains 
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and streams. Some people go evcr\ year. There is no need for them 
to make any claim, nor is there any need for much in the way of 
equipment, so even poor people can make a successful trip if they 
want to. Gold is panned from the mountain rivers in large sieves, and 
the nuggets are simply picked out and put into soft bags made from 
the bladders or kidneys of sheep. Few of those who search for gold 
become wealthy, though some make enough to employ several 
workers. Tlie workers are all paid, and above their pay they are 
allowed w^hatever gold they can find by wwking at night. 

Precious stones are said to be found in certain mountain ranges, 
and ^^l^qlloise can be found in manv places, but there is still a great 
lack of interest in mining, even with the prospect of large financial 
returns. It is partly because most 'Fibetans are not interested in 
wealth beyond what the\ need for tlieir ordinarv everydav use, bn^- it 
is also partly because to many the act of mining seems almost sacri 
legions, a desecration of nature. ^I’he verv fact that so lih^e advantage 
is taken of this opportunity, open to am one, for obtaining wealth, 
show's how foreign are envy or jealousy to the 1’ibclan character. 
Tlie 'I’i])etan notion of cqualitv docs not ccntci around material prop- 
erty but rather on religious opportunit), and in tlicse terms every 
Tibct^an is as w'ealthy as his neighbor. 

Tlie new^ constitution, as set out and aj^piovcd by the present 
Gyalwa Rinpoche, allows for the fact, however, that Tibet and 
Tibetans have irrevocably been drawn into a world where material 
considerations arc dominant, .t piovides for greatly increased repie- 
sentation of and bv laymen and reduces the political powder of the 
monasteries, lliis is going to be all die more necessary w'hcn the 
Chinese finally leave 'Tibet and the t, >k of government falls again 
upon the I’ibetan people, for the Chinese have created, and will 
leave behind them, a Icgacv of desecration tliat cannot liclp leaving 
reached into the minds of many. Boss and giils arc already growing 
into manhood and w'omanhood having lived rl:cir entire lives in a 
Communist-ruled Tibet in which rcIig o»^ is ridiculed and where the 
new schools set up only serve to indoctrinate the young. Man> 
'Tibetan children have been sent to China and arc scattered all over, 
in the cities and towns, learning the Chinese language, Chinese ways 
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and Chinese thoughts. As long as they remember that they are 
Tibetan there will be hope, and as long as any are left alive who 
remember Tibet as it was and can pass this knowledge on to their 
children, religion will not die. I believe that this is a period of suffer- 
ing that we have to go through, but that we shall eventually emerge 
from it, and perhaps be all the stronger. 

'^rhe Chinese invited me to return, and although I very much 
wanted to, I could not trust them; I felt the\ only wanted to make 
use of me. For the moment we have to consider them as our enemies, 
but they too are caught up in this time of darkness. When we come 
out of it we shall both be the victors. 

In oiir ancient scriptures wc hear of a country to the north, the 
country of Shambhala, where there is to be a final battle between 
the forces of religion and those of atheism. Shambhala is described 
as a land ringed with snowcapped mountains, and at its center is an 
enormous city in which the king has his palace. Some say that it was 
from here that the great Lamed tantra originated, for King Suchan- 
dra, the first of Shambhala’s priest-kings, took the teachings direct 
from Buddha. According to the scriptures the ]>rcdictcd conflict is 
due to reach its climav in three hundred or so \'ears from now. The 
world will have grown colder cver\where, wc arc told, but meirs 
passions will have become inflamed. Wc bclic\’c that this has already 
started. When the time comes, men will be fighting and killing each 
other even within the land ot Shambhala. 'Hicrc will be no lioncsty, 
no love, no peace; onK dishonest}, hate, and war. Up to the very 
end the capital city of Shambhala will be the one place where the 
teachings of the Buddha arc prcscr\'cd. Peace will remain there until 
the coriuption of the world around reaches the city walls. Then the 
God-King will muster his armv of Gods and ride out of the city to 
engage the forces of evil and destroy them. 

llic city of Idiasa will be covered with water when all this 
happens; vak skin boats will take pilgrims to sec the pinnacles of the 
great Jo Krang Tem])lc rising above the surface. And at this time, 
once evil is destroyed, the tomb of Tsong Khapa at Gandeii Monas- 
tciy will open, and Tsong Khapa will live again, joining the people of 
Shambhala once again teaching the religion of Buddha. For a thou- 
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sand years religion will be taught, but then will come the end of the 
world. Fire will be followed by wind, destroying all we have built; 
then will come water to cover everything wc know. Only a few will 
survive, in caves and in the tops of trees. The Gods will come from 
Ganden Paradise and take these people back with them, llicy will 
be taught so that religion will not die, and when once again the winds 
blow the milk-ocean and once again the world is formed, these same 
enlightened ones, saved from the world before, will be the stars in the 
sky. 

Only one thing comes to a final end, and that is ignorance and 
evil, for they are one and the same thing. How many cycles of crea- 
tion and destruction it will take we cannot sa\. In 'Fibct wc believe 
that we should each help by trying to destroy the ignorance that is 
within ourself. It is this oiiscious recognition ot his ignorance, and 
his longing for release, that makes the Tibetan what he is, and that 
makes, for me, life in Thibet so well worth living. Buddhism teaches 
us that our ignorance is suffering, and we know it, but even that 
little spark of knowledge brings beauty into our lives, helping us to 
sec bcauh’ c\’er\ where, teaching us wisdom. 1 think of I’ibet as a 
beautiful country, and so it is, but the gieatcst beauty to me is that 
the people live a life dedicated to religion. You know it when you 
meet them, without being told, 'riicrc is a warmth that touches you, 
a powTr that fills you with new strength, a jicacc that is gentle. I 
remember such people, and I feel sad that now' it is so seldom one 
meets their like. 

I also miss the country. I miss the sound of the wind blowing 
soft!}’, rustling the treetops; 1 miss Shard/ong, perhaps the most 
beautiful place of all for me, iny first monastery. I miss its red rocks, 
its trees filled with birds, the deer and other wild animals. I miss 
gazing down from that tiny, remote little monastery, across the trees, 
to the little stream rippling through the valley. I can still sec that 
stream, with its blue, blue w^atcr, I miss the infinite peace I knew 
then, and the cleanness of the scents of pine and juniper and wild 
rose. 

When I was in Tibet, I was conscious of being happy, and at 
peace, but I think I never really looked upon my country as particu- 
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lady beautiful; it was all I knew, and I simply accepted it and loved 
it. I do not tliink I realized liow beautiful it was until one evening, 
watching a television show in New York, I saw a film made in my 
country. I saw again those mountains, and I remembered how every 
spring I looked at tlicm with longing, until I could bear it no longer 
and would set off to join them, as though they were a part of me. 
It was the same tiling, once there, with the wild animals all around. 
Watching them you became a part of them, and somehow this always 
made me feel as though I were bigger, and closer to the truth I sought. 

T remember little tilings, like the way we used to keep time in my 
parents’ home. Wc did not need to measure time of day, but wc 
needed to measure it for cooking. One method was to fill a special 
pot with water; the j)ot had a small hole in it, and it allowed the 
water to escape, drop by drop. My mother would know to put in so 
much water to nicasiirc the time needed to cook siicli and such a 
meal. If wc needed to be wakened up at a certain hour, my mother 
would light a sticl of incense, of the right length. When it burned 
down to the end it would burn through a thread that held a stone 
above an old metal pot, and we would be awakened bv the clanging 
and clattering as the stone fell Otherwise wc simply awoke when the 
cocks began erowMig. nunng the da\ }^( knew the hour by tlie 
sun, at night by the stais. Our lives in 'libet were spent without 
haste, and without the strange force that presses people down here, 
so that thev alwass seem to be doing one thing and wishing they were 
doing something else, as tliough the\ weie being driven like animals 
In Tibet I telt moic fiec, and more ah\c, and although life inav have 
been harder, living it was easici. 

One thing that made it much easier was the fact that ncarlv 
all Tibetans live by the same standards, with the same ideals, so that 
rich or poor, monk or layman, they all understood each other from 
this common gioiind. I cannot think of anyone whom I really dis- 
liked in Tibet, or who showed any dislike for me. I’his is not to say 
that everyone is perfect; that is certainly not so. But recognizing our 
own weaknesses we make allowances for them in others, and more 
important still, wc place more significance on the fact that despite 
our weaknesses wc arc struggling toward the same goal. We judge 
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each other more by the sincerity of our effort than by our momentary 
strength or weakness. I think the hardest feelings I ever had in Tibet 
were for people who borrowed things and then, having promised to 
give them back at a certain time not only did not give them back but 
pretended that they had actually bought tlicm and owned them. After 
the Communist invasion I met people I did not like, but on political 
grounds, not personal ones. So all the time, in I’ibct, you enjoy 
meeting people, and they give you a pleasant feeling and make the 
world seem good. Here it is not like that. P'or one thing people do 
not seem so happy and content, and they do not all seem to share the 
same standards and ideals. 1 have not met many that have made me 
feel bad, it is not that people have been unfriendly or unkind, or that 
they have taken advantage of me or stolen from me, for all those 
things could happen in Tibet just as well: it is rather that 1 mi<*s the 
warmth that comes from recognizing someone who openly shares 
with me my most cherished dream, 

'Then there are others, here as in T ibet, who live lives of such 
goodness that to meet them is to feel refreshed and strengthened, 
clean and whole; but in Thibet such people are not all that rare. Tliey 
are usually learned men, and are alwavs reads to share their wisdom 
with others, offering help and advice Kven h) be near them is 
enough. Mv teacher ssas such a person. At Tagtscr Laluang. At fiist 
I was young, and I just liked him 1 might have liked anyone. But 
b\ the time I was fifteen vears old I wanted to spend more and more 
time with him, and 1 used t(. wait u]:)(ri every word he spoke, as 
though w'aiting for jcw'cls to fall into my hands. Every day that I 
spent w'ith him I felt I had accomplished something, though I had 
done nothing; and every day that passjd watliout m\ seeing him 1 
felt as though something terribly valuable had been taken away from 
me. Even now when I think of his long face and long nose, and his 
bright red clieeks, 1 feel good. 

He was a quiet man, and though I loved him most of all, he 
kept very much to himself. Others become well-known, often without 
wishing it at all, tor then pilgrims begin to visit them. 1 visited one 
such famous holy man in a small monastery near Lhasa. He was 
very old, and he lived there with five or six disciples and servants, and 
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a whole pack of fierce Tibetan mastiffs. I arrived with a party of 
about fifteen pilgrims, and as we arrived the mastiffs all started 
barking and the disciples came out to restrain them. Then we were 
invited in to the lower level and given tea. After that we were taken 
up to his tiny room on the next floor. It was decorated with prayer 
banners, and the old man, Gonser Rinpoche, sat on a sheepskin rug 
in front of a low table that held his books, papers, and a pile of white 
scarves used in greetings. We all presented oi.^ scarves, and received 
the old man's blessings. W^e sat down with him, and he spoke with 
ns for a little while. He spoke in a soft low voice, asking where we 
had come from and what wc were doing, llicre was nothing very 
special about what he said, just as there was nothing very special 
about lus appearance. He was about sixty years old, and had very 
white hair He was rather sliort, with a not particularly striking face, 
and he had lost all his teeth Yet when I was with him, and I went 
back many times, 1 knew I was with someone very special, and though 
wc might not talk about aiivthing seemingly worthwhile, it was worth 
more than anv number of sermons or readings. Anyone who went to 
sec him expecting or hoping for a miracle would have been disap- 
pointed, he could not have been more ordinal y, wrapped in a worn, 
maroon-colored woolen cloth, sitting on an oily sheepskin in a bare 
room Yet most wlio went to see him came awa\ feeling as though 
thc}' had been touched bv a miracle. 

Sometimes, because I am recognized as the reincarnation of Tag- 
tser Rinpoche, people came to me and asked for my blessing. I used 
to tell them that I had no power to give them a blessing, that I was 
nothing special, and that perhaps I w^as much more in need of bless- 
ing than thev wcie. I used to advise them to pray to their personal 
deities, or to the Lord Buddha. But they would reply that what I 
thought of myself did not matter, that they believed I must be a 
great person to have deserved such a high rebirth. Then I used to say 
a prayer with them, but it always worried me because they had so 
much faith in me, and I could not share it with them. 

ITicre arc some places in Tibet that give one the same feeling 
of goodness. Sometimes it is thc house of a private person; sometimes 
it is a monastery or a hermitage. It may be a mountain or a stream, 
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and just as with good people, these places often acquire fame and 
become places of pilgrimage. I suppose the same thing applies; it 
does not much matter what the place is, but if the pilgrim invests it 
with goodness it will, for him, be good. The place I remember most 
strongly is the sacred lake Lhama Lamtso. This is two or three days' 
journey from Lhasa, southeast, and it is famous for the visions it gives 
of the future. Tliis lake is consulted by the ministers seeking help in 
the search for each new Gyalwa Rinpochc. It is high up in the moun- 
tains, and we rested the day before we made the final climb. At the 
top, surrounded by the snow-co\cred peaks, was a tiny but deep val- 
ley, a* the bottom of which lay the sacred lake. It was June or July, 
but it was snowing all the time we were climbing the mountainside, 
and we thought we were not even going to be able to sec the lake 
when we did reach the t(‘p We stopped on the way and buriicd in 
cense, and when we reached the top we burned more incense and 
made offerings, for it was still snowing hard, and we prayed. The 
monastery of Chokorgyal lay some four hours behind us. 

Quite suddenly it was as though it had not been snowing at all. 
The sky cleared and there was Lhamo Lamtso, a brilliantly blue little 
droplet in the midst of the Himalayan peaks. There was nothing 
around but the barren, treeless mountains, boulders and stone shining 
through the snowy covering in a few steep places. As we were looking 
over to the east end of the lake we saw some kind of movement, a 
shimmering that was not on the surface, for that remained quite still, 
but somehow below it. It was 1 ke a band of sandy color that slowly 
spread across tlic lake, from the cast, moving hesitantlv then disap- 
pearing altogether. Many of us sav/ this but then we each only saw 
w'hat was meant for us. I had not really been expecting to sec any- 
thing, and when I saw the movement and shimmering I was happy 
and thought that would be all. But as I looked 1 saw other colors ap- 
pear— a little bit of green, a fleck of blue, and some red— and all these 
colors moved slowly around below the surface of the lake. When they 
also disappeared the water was left as clear as could be, and I could 
then see the reflection of the mountain. But it was not any mountain 
that was near the lake, it was some mountain I had ne\'er seen before. 
The top of this huge mountain was covered with snow, but from the 
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middle down, its rocky side was bare until, at the base of the moun- 
tain, I could see trees, dry and leafless as though it were in mid- 
winter. At first there were only a few trees, but they grew thicker and 
thicker as the ground fell away into the valley floor. 

Among these trees was a fine three-storied house, and on the 
terrace on the roof of this house three people were standing. One 
wore the robes of a monk, the other two wore ordinary I’ibetan 
dress. A courtyard surrounded tlie house, ai d at one end of the 
courtyard were a number of bushes that had been cut and were 
being dried to use as fuel for cooking. At the west end of the court- 
yard there was a gate, with a road passing in front of it, and nearby 
a stream ran down from the mountainside and passed under a little 
bridge. Acro'^s tlic bridge theie was a swamp, wath mud, but also with 
a lot of lovely fresh giccn grass, nicie, too, w^as a small dog kennel 
with a mastiff tied to it b\ a rope To the north the road wandered 
on, and coming down it was someone on liorscback, riding toward 
the house, and behind lum was a caravan. 

'Ihis vision lasted for about lialf an hour, and I wondered to my 
self what ir could jx>ssibls mean, whetlici it was sometliing I was 
meant to see in tliis life, or a vision of some scene from a future life. 
1 prayed to the Ch)ddess Lliamo, that she dioiild instruct me. llicn 
the surface of the lake changed and became as though it weic coated 
with ice. I saw one huge block of icc, about the height of a two- 
storied house, and drops of ics w^atcr dripped dowai from it and 
formed stalactites, tlirusting tlnrt\ feet or more down into the w'atcrs 
of the lake. 

As 1 was w^oiidenng what this new vision meant— for it lasted 
about fifteen minutes— it changed once again and 1 saw' a little 
cluster of w'hitewashcd houses, which I recognized as being at Kum- 
bum. Then they too disaj)peared and for the last time I saw the 
great snow-topped mountain with the green, trcc-fillcd valley below, 
the house with the courtyard and gate, the road, the stream flow'ing 
under the bridge, the dogliouse and the mastiff. There was the 
horseman, and a caravan coming dowm the road; but on the roof, 
where the monk and the two men wearing black robes had stood, 
there was no one. 1 stood there for a long time, wondering if they 
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would appear again, and thinking, but finally the vision became 
speckled, as though little clouds were passing between us, and when 
I looked again the surface of the lake was clear. 

We all came down fr(»m the mountain then, and back in the 
monastery below we talked about what we had each seen. Some had 
seen nothing at all, others had seen things as clearly as T had, but all 
different. One friend, anotliei monk, had seen a \ision of fields with 
lots and lots of people working in them. Some had seen things and 
did not want to talk about them. None of us \\lKifhad seen anything 
could say what the meaning of our vision could be. 1 still liavc not 
seen rhat house m the woods, nor ha\e J again seen the monk and 
the two laymen who had stood on its loof. 

'There aie main things m the futuic that arc hidden fiopi ns. 
and the future is plainh not a happ\ one for the world, if we believe 
in the legend of Shambhala and the incTcasing dt‘strectivcness of 
man. ’^'et at least we believe tT.at there is a future, in Tibet, and what 
evei it nia\ he like on this world, we know' that the ultimate end— 
enlighteninent, release from «ill ignoiaiu e ind suffering -is bliss. We 
also know that this will come to all of us, sooner or later. 'This makes 
all suffering bearable, ^\'e do not believe that sve ( in a\('icl the dis- 
asters predicted, but w'c do l)clie\e that we can help ouisehes, and 
otlicrs, to be better picpared for lliein, so that as tew as ])ossil)lc 
shall bi\c to linger through aiuitliCT c\cle of cie.itioii and destruction. 

Kchieated 'Tibetans nun ti. nk jboiit Hus diffeiently fiom the un- 
learned, just as one sect ma\’ differ from another in its interpretation 
of the scriptures But tlicrc is no elivis’ m of o])inioii on the fact of 
suffering, and on onr )>rop'T objcctnc is being Hie leliicvement of 
release from siiffermg. This is the teaching of the Buddha, and tlic 
Buddhist scriptures, the Buddhist ("hiircli and the monkhoc^d all 
exist to help us. W'c do not cone cm oursehe s with cpicstioning the 
nature of God, oi tlic iiatiiie of afterlife, and how'cvcr nmcli other 
religions mav denv ours, we aie eontei f in tlie knowledge that ours 
leads us into a wav of life where e\er\ human being we meet is as 
precious as anj other, to us. It is a wa} of life in wdiich we do not 
expect to achieve perfection overnight, but in which we all take dc 
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light in striving for it. It is not a dull chore, this striving, it is a vital, 
exciting quest, and wc feel the rewards with every step we take. 

As for me, I feel a great sadness and emptiness when I think of 
the Tibet that I knew, for it can never be the same again, and I can 
imagine nothing more perfect than what I knew, not many years ago. 
But it is a selfish sadness, for others will discover the same truths, 
and maybe many more, from the new Tibet, or wherever they arc, 
just as long as they still know enough to seek for truth. 

lire nature of truth, in the end, is the biggest question of all, and 
wc only blind ourselves and remove ourselves still further from the 
answer if we deny the truth to others simply because the form it 
seems to take for them differs from the form we think it takes for us. 
I can sec notliing good in Communism, or in all the destruction it has 
brought to my country, yet perhaps in bringing that destruction they 
have brought themselves, in their own way, closer to the ultimate 
truth. Tliat is for them to decide, if they want to. Or if they prefer 
to remain in ignorance, then no matter how close they are to the 
truth, it will remain hidden lo them. 

The only truth that is worth anything to anyone is the truth in 
which he believes with his heart as well as with his mind, and toward 
which he strives with his body. Let that truth be ever so different 
from the truth as seen by liis fellow's, it is still the only real truth for 
him, just as theirs is for them. Perhaps the greatest ignorance of all, 
and the greatest cruelty, is to try to force others to see the world as 
wc sec it. By all means let us look at the thoughts and beliefs of others, 
and they may help us to sec more clearly, even if we do not accept 
them. It is for this reason I have told this story, not that others 
should believe it but that they may understand us the better, and 
perhaps also better understand themselves. 



